In the Shadow of the Singha Durbar : Democratization of Powerlessness in Republican Nepal by Ilpala, Aleksi
UNIVERSITY OF HELSINKI
FACULTY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES
SOCIAL AND CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY
Master’s Thesis
In the Shadow of the Singha Durbar:
Democratization of Powerlessness in
Republican Nepal
Aleksi Ilpala
March 2015
  
 
 
 
 
 
Tiedekunta/Osasto – Fakultet/Sektion – Faculty  
Faculty of Social Sciences 
Laitos – Institution – Department 
Department of Social Research 
Tekijä – Författare  – Author 
Aleksi Ilpala 
Työn nimi – Arbetets titel – Title 
 In the Shadow of the Singha Durbar: Democratization of Powerlessness in Republican Nepal 
Oppiaine – Läroämne – Subject 
Social and Cultural Anthropology 
Työn laji – Arbetets art – Level 
 Master’s thesis 
Aika – Datum – Month and year 
March 2015 
Sivumäärä – Sidoantal – Number of pages 
89 
Tiivistelmä – Referat – Abstract 
 
 
This study explores the relationship between historical structures and contemporary political culture within the larger process of 
democratization. It seeks to interpret and understand the elusive and uncertain nature of Nepalese democracy. While the 
Constituent Assembly elections of 2013 gave Nepal’s politicians a new mandate to finish the constitution-drafting process, the 
negotiations surrounding the troubled issue continue. Despite the established formal democratic institutions and procedures, 
authoritarian legacies and pre-democratic political practices, values and attitudes co-exist with the new democratic establishment 
with negative consequences for governmental stability. In the 1990s, the dynamics of democratic institutions and electoral 
competition transformed traditional patron-client relations in multiple ways: as the primary political unit and the new base for 
obtaining social affiliations, Nepalese political parties took advantage of the existing traditional patron-client clusters and 
incorporated them into their structure. This impact on the patron-client relations has tended to heighten factionalism and conflict. In 
the traditional setting any rivalry between patrons was largely limited to the local area, but the contemporary electoral system 
maintains rivalries at both the regional and national level with destabilizing effects on society and politics.  
 
The findings are based on ethnographic fieldwork I conducted during winter 2013–2014 in Nepal, where I participated in 
workshops and demonstrations of several civil society groups and political organizations that were involved in community building, 
policy making, and in interest group activities. The work builds on the literature on the political history of Nepal, on theories and 
anthropology of democracy, on local debates and discussion, and on ethnographic data gathered during the fieldwork. In addition 
to information acquired through participant observation, the research material consists of twelve semi-structured interviews and 
several supporting in-depths discussions. The interviewees are urban professionals and members of the small yet growing 
Nepalese middle-class of the Kathmandu valley. The fieldwork data is analyzed in the context of Nepalese democracy and the 
analysis is supported by a recent citizen survey on the state of Nepal's democracy. Disciplinarily, the thesis provides an 
anthropological perspective to bear on a widely-debated issue of political science, thus contributing to anthropology of democracy 
and fostering the interdisciplinary dialogue between anthropology and political science. 
 
The overall argument of the thesis suggests that Nepal’s democracy is in a troubling state of dysfunction due to a failure on the 
part of its politicians to consolidate democratic advances in the form of sustainable democratic reforms and restructuring of the 
state. There is a variety of issues that have worked against democratic consolidation in Nepal. They include, among many others, 
patrimonial and split political culture, destabilizing populism, patron-client clusters, the rise of ethnic-nationalism, disoriented new 
generations and a crisis of governance. The failure to implement deep reforms of the state has allowed the Nepali polity to slip into 
a state where the new democratic regime has entered into a precarious co-existence with the autocratic institutions of a former era. 
This study contributes to the findings in anthropology, political science and sociology that demonstrate how democratization cannot 
be conceived of as a linear process. Although the democratic movements of 1990 and 2006 were compelling examples of the 
power of social movements to generate peaceful change, the ‘new Nepal’ is characterized by a constitutional crisis and a state of 
democratization of powerlessness in which the official prognoses and rhetoric paint a picture of popular participation while the 
polarization of society continues. 
Avainsanat – Nyckelord – Keywords 
 Anthropology, Democratic Consolidation, Nepal, Political Culture, Democratization, Patron-Client Relations 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Tiedekunta/Osasto – Fakultet/Sektion – Faculty  
Valtiotieteellinen tiedekunta 
Laitos – Institution – Department 
Sosiaalitieteiden laitos 
Tekijä – Författare  – Author 
Aleksi Ilpala 
Työn nimi – Arbetets titel – Title 
 In the Shadow of the Singha Durbar: Democratization of Powerlessness in Republican Nepal 
Oppiaine – Läroämne – Subject 
Sosiaali- ja kulttuuriantropologia 
Työn laji – Arbetets art – Level 
 Pro gradu -tutkielma 
Aika – Datum – Month and year 
Maaliskuu 2015 
Sivumäärä – Sidoantal – Number of pages 
89 liitteineen 
Tiivistelmä – Referat – Abstract 
 
Työssä tutkitaan historiallisten rakenteiden ja poliittisen kulttuurin välistä suhdetta laajemmassa demokratisaatioprosessin 
viitekehyksessä. Pyrin tarkastelemaan Nepalin demokratian tilaa ja sen ongelmia antropologisesta perspektiivistä. Nepalista tuli 
demokratia vuonna 2008, kun perustuslakia säätävä kansalliskokous lakkautti 240 vuotta kestäneen kuningasvallan. Pitkä 
sisällissota oli päättynyt kaksi vuotta aiemmin. Rauhanprosessi on vieläkin kesken eikä perustuslakia ei vielä olla saatu valmiiksi 
huolimatta vuoden 2013 kansalliskokousvaaleista. Gradussa käsittelen sitä kuinka Nepalin lähihistoria kummittelee valtion 
päätöksenteossa ja miten autokraattiset rakenteet ja käytännöt vaikuttavat edelleen maan poliittiseen ilmapiiriin. Aihetta 
tarkastellaan demokratiateorioiden ja demokratian antropologian perspektiivistä tavalla joka pyrkii ottamaan huomioon myös 
historialliset ja kulttuuriset elementit demokratisaatioprosessin käsittelyssä. 
 
Tein tutkielmaa varten etnografisen kenttätyön 2013-2014 talvella Nepalissa. Osallistuin tämän kolmen kuukauden jakson aikana 
lukuisiin työpajoihin, seminaareihin ja protesteihin, joita järjestivät sekä poliittiset organisaatiot että kansalaisyhteiskunnan toimijat. 
Työssä nojaan pitkälti Nepalin poliittiseen historiaan, paikallisiin debatteihin ja sekä etnografiseen aineistoon jonka keräsin 
kenttätyöperiodin aikana. Osallistuvan havainnoinnin lisäksi tutkimusmateriaali koostuu semi-strukturoiduista haastatteluista ja 
lukuisista syventävistä keskusteluista. Haastattelemani ihmiset olivat pääosin Kathmandun pientä mutta kasvavaa keskiluokkaa. 
Aineistoa on analysoitu Nepalin demokratiakehityksen kontekstissa ja sitä tukee laaja demokratian tilaa koskeva kansalaiskysely 
vuodelta 2013.  
 
Tutkielmassani argumentoin kuinka Nepalin demokratia on huolestuttavassa häiriötilassa, johon pääsyynä on maan politiikkojen 
tähänastinen kykenemättömyys vakauttaa maan julkishallintoa ”syvien” demokraattisten uudistusten myötä. Useat ilmiöt ovat 
vaikeuttaneet tätä prosessia, mutta keskeisiksi tutkielmassa kohoavat nepotismi, yhteiskunnallinen polarisaatio, hallinnon 
kriisiytyminen ja konfliktinhakuinen poliittinen kulttuuri. Demokraattisen konsolidaation puute on johtanut tilanteeseen, jota 
määrittää ”voimattomuuden demokratisaatio” sekä perustuslaillinen kriisi.  
Avainsanat – Nyckelord – Keywords 
 Antropologia, Demokratia, Nepal, Poliittinen Kulttuuri, Demokratisaatio 
 
 
Contents
Contents 1
1 Introduction 1
1.1 Anthropology and Political Science . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1.2 On the Anthropology of Democracy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5
1.3 Ethnographic Fieldwork and Methodology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9
1.4 2nd Constituent Assembly Election Results . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14
2 Democratization and Political Culture: a Theoretical Framework 16
2.1 Democratization . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16
2.2 Political culture . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
3 Political History of the Nepali State: The Steps Towards Democracy 24
3.1 Traditional Modes of Power in Nepal: 1700 - 1962 . . . . . . . . . . . . 25
3.2 Patronage, Reciprocity and Systems of Favouritism . . . . . . . . . . . . 32
3.3 The Road to Revolution . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37
3.4 The Persistance and Breakdowns of Nepalese Democracy . . . . . . . . . 41
4 Democratic Imagination in the New Nepal 43
4.1 How Democracy is Conceptualized in Nepal? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
4.2 Authoritarian Pasts, Democratic Futures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48
4.3 Political Parties, Contentious Politics and the Dissolution of the 1st Con-
stituent Assembly . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51
4.4 Old Values, New Obstacles . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57
5 Democratization of Powerlessness 59
5.1 From Patrimonialism to Neo-Patrimonialism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62
5.2 Patron-Client Politics in a State of Flux . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65
5.3 Afno Manchhe and Source-Force in the ’New Nepal’ . . . . . . . . . . . 67
5.4 Medical Crisis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71
1
5.5 Looking Back, Looking Forward . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74
6 Conclusions 78
References 82
1 Introduction
In 2008, Nepal entered a new epoch as the newly elected Constituent Assembly voted in
favour of abolishing the nation’s 239-years-old monarchy and transforming the state into
a democratic and secular republic. This historical decision also brought a formal end to
the hostilities between the Maoist insurgents and government forces, a conflict that had
ravaged the country since late 1990s. Two movements for democracy paved the way for
the decline of the authority and power of the Hindu kingdom, beginning with the first
people’s movement in 1990 and eventually culminating in the Rhododendron revolution
of April 2006. Despite the success of these social movements in opposing autocratic rule,
Nepali experience with democracy since the 1990s has been a dissappointment charac-
terized by governmental instability and gradual politicization of ordinary citizens. The
Nepalese people have learned that the change from authoritarian rule to democracy is far
from painless: the collective impact from crises of governance, ethnic exclusion, and lack
of accountability systems has led to the derailment of democracy and erosion of faith in
democratic institutions. The name of the thesis refers to the seat of the government, a for-
mer palace of the Rana dynasty. It is an imposing sight silhouetted against the Himalayas
and the skyline of a dusty Kathmandu.
In the 1990s, democracy theorists occupied with the so called ‘third wave of democrati-
zation’ (Huntington, 1993, Diamond et al., 1995) asserted a certain criteria for what was
considered to be a successful implementation of the western democratic model; a num-
ber of ‘steps’ in the form of institutions and procedures that countries have to take in
order to qualify as full-fledged democracies. This thesis puzzles over the dilemma that
while Nepal formally qualifies such criteria, it has nevertheless often been labeled as a
low quality democracy or even a “failed state" (Fragile States Index, 2012). My aim is to
critique this line of transitology by explaining Nepal’s post-transitional troubles from an
anthropological point of view. In the process, I will review the notion of political culture
in relation to the process of democratic consolidation and explore the ’democratization of
powerlessness" which has taken hold in Nepal. What role do authoritarian legacies and
the internalization of ’Western’ democracy discourse play during a regime change? Are
the Nepalese reformers correct in their claim that they are able to do ‘new things’ with
democratic institutions? These are all questions I hope to have answered by the end of
this thesis.
This study explores the relationship between historical structures and contemporary polit-
ical culture within the larger process of democratization. It seeks to interpret and under-
stand the elusive and uncertain nature of Nepalese democracy. The findings are based on
ethnographic fieldwork I conducted during winter 2013–2014 in Nepal, where I partici-
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pated in workshops and demonstrations of several civil society groups and political orga-
nizations that were involved in community building, policy making, and in interest group
activities. The work builds on the literature on the political history of Nepal, on theories
and anthropology of democracy, on local debates and discussion, and on ethnographic
data gathered during the fieldwork. In addition to information acquired through partici-
pant observation, the research material consists of twelve semi-structured interviews and
several supporting in-depths discussions. The interviewees are urban professionals and
members of the small yet growing Nepalese middle-class of the Kathmandu valley. The
fieldwork data is analyzed in the context of Nepalese democracy and the analysis is sup-
ported by a citizen survey on the state of Nepal’s democracy (2013). As a result the study
portrays a troubling picture where the lack in functioning systems of accountability is
preventing concerned citizens from counteracting abuses of power by the power elite. In
practice, Nepal’s political leaders are entrenched in a clientelistic and patrimonial culture
which prevents them from formulating good policies and has contributes to an increasing
sense of apathy in their constituencies. Disciplinarily, the thesis provides an anthropolog-
ical perspective to bear on a widely-debated issue of political science, thus contributing to
anthropology of democracy and fostering the interdisciplinary dialogue between anthro-
pology and political science.
1.1 Anthropology and Political Science
There is much potential in building bridges between political science and anthropology.
By drawing on concepts and methodologies from both disciplines, a more nuanced under-
standing can be developed to help analyze research topics such as political parties, party
systems, regime change, democratic transitions, civil society and the state. Anthropology
encourages a refined and context-sensitive in-depth approach for engaging with the chal-
lenging political issues and phenomena of our day. Utilizing participant observation in
political studies allows one of to:
make observations at the time and place in which we are most interested,
namely, when the individual is most actively engaged in the political behavior
we are trying to explain (Schwartz, 1974, p. 107).
Furthermore, I believe political science can contribute to anthropology as well: the im-
portance of comparison and mid-level generalization can help to combat ethnographic
blindness, while the need to deal with causation can improve ethnographic theory. Re-
gardless of the sometimes experience-distant nature of political science, anthropology
can contribute to the questions it seeks to answer through a different epistemological per-
spective. Although anthropology produces a different body of knowledge, it does not
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mean anthropological interpretations about political issues are contradictory to political
science. As Geertz (1973, p.23) noted, small facts speak to large issues. I believe that
complementing political science with ethnographic interpretation and methodology can
produce a complex and multidimensional portrayal of political social reality.
In their recent book Anthropology & Political Science: A Convergent Approach, Myron
Aronoff and Jan Kubik (2012) note that since the establishment of political anthropology
by Fortes and Evans-Pritchard with African Political Systems, major figures in anthro-
pology have courted political science, to which they have turned in assistance in their
analysis. Marc Swartz, Victor Turner and Arthur Tuden, editors of the influential Politi-
cal Anthropology (1966, p. 9) wrote how the time was right for dialogue, if not marriage,
between anthropology and other disciplines concerned with comparative politics. This
interdisciplinary dialogue never came to be, as anthropology defined key concepts such
as power and authority too differently from the widely accepted definitions of political
science of the time. Many similar “lovers quarrels” have taken place since that time, the
most notable of which began with the political scientist David Easton’s evaluation of an-
thropology’s contribution to the general study of politics (1959, p. 201) which concluded
that the subfield failed to distinguish between the political and other social spheres, and
therefore had many conceptual problems to solve. It took a decade for political anthropol-
ogists to properly take up this challenge and formulate a decisive reply, ultimately leading
to John Gledhill’s suggestion that social scientists need to think about how the political
has come to be seen as something separate (2000, p. 12). Criticizing the ethnocentrism
inherent in universalizing a particular model of social and political power derived from
the modern Western state, he saw autonomy of the political in modern societies as an
illusion; a way of representing power relations and the way they work in practice. This
way political anthropology became comfortable with the holistic and multidimensional
conceptualization of the social, within which political is seen as always embedded, while
political science proceeded in a different intellectual trajectory that isolated the political
in its own autonomous dimension.
Despite the epistemological differences and the interpretive-explanatory divide that af-
fects the ontological basis of both disciplines, there is little benefit to deliberatively avoid-
ing interdisciplinary dialogue. After all, developments within disciplines can open new
avenues for renewed cooperation. For example, recently the belief that political science
should be limited to work built on large n studies or game-theoretical modeling has come
under attack. Since the emergence of this “Perestroika” movement in 20001,
1The loose-knit movement began in 2000 with a disgruntled e-mail message signed by one “Mr. Pere-
stroika.” The message went to seventeen recipients who quickly forwarded it to others, and soon the Pere-
stroika revolt became a major movement calling for change in the American political science community,
especially seeking to expand methodological pluralism in order to make the discipline more accessible and
relevant to laypeople and non-specialist academics. (Monroe, 2005)
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qualitative methodology has acquired sophisticated institutional and intellec-
tual elaboration, conceptual analysis has been revived, historical methods
have returned to the center of many approaches, ethnography has been re-
discovered as a utilizable tool, and interpretive methods have begun to vying
for equal status with quantitative and qualitative methods. (Aronoff and Ku-
bik, 2012, p. 4-5)
It seems the time is ripe for further dialogue between the two disciplines. What can
anthropology and political science learn from each other; what are the lessons already
learned?
The main lesson of political science for anthropology was the importance of the role of
state, which Abner Cohen observed in Custom and Politics in Urban Africa: A Study of
Hausa Migrants in Yoruba Towns (1969), setting up the stage for further development of
anthropology of the state. In return, he challenged Easton’s critique (1959) by arguing that
Easton had neglected whole streams of thought within anthropology and completely mis-
understood the nature of the central theoretical problems with which social anthropology
deals (1969, p. 215). He asserted that the principal contribution of social anthropology to
political science was the analysis of the symbolism of power relations and the dialectics
between symbolic action and power relationships, something that Myronoff and Kubik
(2012, p. 19) note that even thirty years later remains lacking in political science. On the
other hand, despite calls to do so by Laura Nader(1974) and Eric Wolf (1969/1974), anal-
ysis of national level politics were rarely undertaken by anthropologists. However, within
the last 25 years there have been major changes in both political anthropology and polit-
ical science. For instance, Political Anthropology (1980-1986) series edited by Aronoff
dealt with a variety of themes which combined the study of politics and culture in analy-
sis of authority and power-relations. Building on Marxist critiques, anthropology had also
began to develop a critical analysis of Western dominance and colonialism, and scrutinize
the political and economic impact of the ideology of developmentalism, as evident in the
writings of Asad (1973), Gledhill (2000), Vincent (2002) and Escobar (1995). Aronoff
and Myron (2012, p. 21) observe that as the importance of “cultural turn” and Geertz’s
work increased, there was a renewed interest in the politics of culture — a development
that also came to influence political scientists. This gave rise to works of political science
that based their definition of culture on Geertz’ (1973) “web of meanings” rather than
the “syndrome of attitudes” that Almond and Verba had emphasized in their Civic Cul-
ture (1963). Some of these relatively recent works (Wedeen, 2008 & Schaffer, 1998) rely
heavily on ethnography and extended case studies as their principal methods, illustrating
the benefits of a convergent approach.
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1.2 On the Anthropology of Democracy
By the latter part of the twentieth century, democracy in theWest came to be understood as
a configuration of free-market economics and liberal social and political conditions (with
democracy programs focusing often on promotion of elections and strengthening of civil
society and good governance) and anthropologists engaged in other topics began to en-
counter ’democracy’ in a wide variety of different contexts. For instance, ethnographers
working in Africa applied the classic task of anthropology to political transitions; they
sought to identify local meanings and institutions, thereby exploring how formal electoral
processes and other components of liberal Western democracy contrasted with, or had
been interpreted or reappropriated by, culturally different native traditions. This work
demonstrated how democratic procedures and institutions are shaped through sorcery
(West, 1998) or ritual practice (Apter, 1987), and how the formal procedural variant of
democracy can be rejected in favor of traditional deliberative and substantive democratic
forms of governance (Comaroff and Comaroff, 1977). Additionally, these ethnographies
helped to question the modernist narrative and universalist assumptions about Western
democratic practices. In addition to culturally dependent understandings of democracy
based on different systems of meaning, other definitions of it can also be found in na-
tional and state discourses. Sabloff (2001) observed how in Mongolia the concept of
democracy is intimately tied to their political culture and 800-year-old knowledge of ba-
sic democratic principles as codified by Genghis Khan himself. Aihwa Ong (1999) argued
that in parts of Asia, for example in Singapore and to some extent China, democracy is
presented less in terms of individual rights than as the state’s ability to ensure collective
welfare: education, housing and economic expansion. In his study of the Chinese stu-
dent movement, Calhoun (1994, p. 237-260) encouraged us to look more closely at the
strategic deployment of the term democracy; its power implications, competition over its
meaning, its manifestation in institutions, and the way its attendant discourses circulate
both nationally and transnationally.
Today, around the world democracy is justified by noble civic ideals and procedures, eq-
uitable development, social cohesion, and peaceful conflict resolution and its ability to
create an autonomous public sphere where citizens can make free choices about public is-
sues, liberate themselves from the tutelage of autocrats, enjoy the sovereignty embedded
in them, and promote sociability as the principal end of constitutionalism. Such public
sphere, constituted by rational discourse for participation, public opinion and will forma-
tion, creates a powerful link between citizens and the state to prevent conflicts rooted in
human behavior. Modern democracy moves from the formal representation of elites to
a more interactive participatory process as ordinary citizens increasingly demand owner-
ship in the formulations of public policy and accountability of leaders to their actions. The
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growing recognition of popular sovereignty also presumes that law is a changing concept
that must correspond to the general will. (Dahal and Bhatta, 2010a)
This movement has been characterized by the process of democratization. One rather
straightforward way to conceptualize it is to define it as the replacement of an undemo-
cratic political system with a democratic one. It may also refer to the process of making
an existing political system more democratic regardless of whether the system in question
is democratic or autocratic in nature. In her assessment of the relationship between an-
thropology and democracy, Julia Paley (2002) writes how following the celebrations that
greeted news of transitions to democracy worldwide in the 1970’s and 1980’s, what had
been hailed as “the third wave of democratization” became under scrutiny as academics
sought to understand he multiple ways that these regime changes differed in type, inten-
sity and quality. While most of these studies of democracy were conducted by political
scientists who shaped the questions and set the agendas for later debate (e.g., Diamond
et al., 1995, Huntington, 1993, Linz and Stepan, 1978, O’Donnell and Schmitter, 2013
and the Journal of Democracy), many anthropologists were doing fieldwork in countries
that had witnessed a regime change and therefore began to contribute to a growing body
of anthropological knowledge of democracy that paid attention to the local meanings, cir-
culating discourses and changing forms of power during the transitional phase. However,
Paley adds, these observations have for the most part been formulated in other frameworks
and embedded in other discussions, including social movements, human rights, law, citi-
zenship, bureaucracy, violence, postcolonialism, the state, globalization, power and civil
society. She notes that the theme of democracy is by itself a dynamic field of study with
the potential to deepen understanding, reconfigure frameworks, and help to rewrite the
terms of the debate surrounding democracy. (Paley, 2002, p. 469-470).
It has become obvious that democracy is an ambiguous analytical category that consti-
tutes both an imaginary project and a political form differentiable from other political
forms such as monarchy and dictatorship (Borneman, 1997, p. 3). There exist differ-
ent systems of democracy and different processes of democratization and democratizing;
platforms for distribution of democratic values that are intertwined with certain social and
interest groups and situated within particular relations of power. It is easy to move all too
fluidly among these terms without paying attention to the actual constitutive analytical
category under research. One of the central contributions of an anthropological approach
to democracy is noting the constitutive nature of those struggles [between forms, defi-
nitions and deployment of democracy], rather than establishing an a priori definition of
democracy (Paley, 2002, p. 471). Taking this into consideration, this thesis is situated in
the realm of post-transitional democracy and visions for alternative democracy in Nepal
during a time what David Scott (1999, p. 10) has aptly called “a Gramscian interregnum”
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— a transitional moment he characterized as ‘after postcoloniality.’
Vincanne Adams’ (1998) account of the Nepali medical professionals’ role in the 1990
revolution has been tremendously important for this research. It explains with great in-
sight the historical development of the relationship between both science and democracy,
and on the other hand, traditional Nepali practices and democratic imagination. Another
relatively new ethnography on democratization is Jacqueline Vel’s (2008) book on demo-
cratic transition West Sumba after the New Order’s fall in 1998. Similarly to what I am
trying to achieve in this thesis, she analyzes Sumbanese politics as a process of nego-
tiating private interests and reciprocal obligations of leaders and their personal cliques.
Ann Frechette’s (2007) fieldwork conducted among Tibetans in Dharamsala and Nepal
in 1994-1995 produced evidence that instead of a linear progression, the Tibetans were
rather “muddling through” the democratic transition as they struggled to interpret demo-
cratic values in the context of their own worldview and political circumstances. Lucia
Michelutti (2007) referred to a related process with the term ‘vernacularization of democ-
racy” in her political ethnography of North Indian Yadavs. She too explored how ideas
and practices of democracy are internalized in the popular consciousness of different so-
cieties.
Even in the aftermath of imperfect transitions, democracy has been an aspiration of many
who have lived within oppressive regimes. Nepal is no different. This thesis examines
the Nepali experience of democratization by analyzing the aftermath of both the 1990
and 2006 people’s movements. It takes a convergent approach, combining political sci-
ence and anthropology to produce an interpretation of contemporary Nepali politics that
seeks to elucidate answers to the question: why is Nepalese democracy showing signs of
dysfunction despite,
1) the lack of any serious threats to the democratic system
2) commitment of its population to democratic principles
3) accepted and legitimate formal democratic institutions and procedures
I have chosen to employ this approach for several reasons, the most important of which
is the aforementioned belief in the benefits of encouraging interdisciplinary dialogue
between anthropology and political science. Another reason is the scale of the study;
although primarily analyzing individual and group-level action, this research revolves
around issues of national level politics and processes. Taking core theoretical concepts,
namely democratization and political culture, from political science and then applying an
anthropological perspective on them allows me to operate more flexibly at this level of
mid-range analysis while both deconstructing and refining these concepts according to
anthropological tradition. My preoccupation has been with developing this synthesis and
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applying anthropological tools, both conceptual and methodological, to the analysis of
national-level, formal, ‘Western’ institutions — in this case, the political parties of Nepal
— in a non-Western context. It has been a major learning process with some epistemolog-
ical problems originating as a result of my relative inexperience with doing ethnography
(you can only learn so much from three months of fieldwork) and the somewhat experi-
mental nature of this endeavor.
Nevertheless, taking a refined conceptualization of political culture in as my starting point
and then developing it as an explanatory category that attempts to both explain and inter-
pret contemporary politics has been rewarding. It is useful for making sense of the rela-
tionship between structural factors and agency in large-scale processes such as democra-
tization. Political culture, then, is not independent of social and historical developments,
but bound to a particular historical context and continuously reproduced in society. It
affirms the basic premises of the interpretive creed; that symbols and culture as politics
incomprehensible if the meanings political actions have for the actors themselves cannot
be decoded; that struggle over power is often both a symbolic and a political contest; that
formation of collective identities is not merely a cultural process, but a quintessential po-
litical process because the way people have come to imagine their communities informs
their political and economic actions (Aronoff and Kubik, 2012, p. 281).
In conclusion, this master’s thesis seeks to contribute to anthropology of democracy by
moving beyond the traditional conception of political culture and analyzing its impor-
tance for democratization through the relationship between formal political mechanisms
and institutions, such as political parties, and the cultural/symbolic dimensions of pol-
itics manifested via informal institutions, for instance, the patron-client relations that
play a preeminent role in Nepal’s contemporary political society. Reflecting Marshall
Sahlins’ ideas in Apologies to Thucydides (2004), this dynamic between structure and
agency demonstrates how previous modes of power and authoritarian political culture
transform to accommodate new political institutions and settings, and undermines calls
for reform by constraining the political actions of the rulers, irrespective of whether they
are part of the traditional elite or newly elected representatives of the people. Lastly, I
touch the key issue surrounding the discussion about democratization; that there is gen-
uine confusion about as to what democracy is supposed to be about, and how, in practice,
there are different interpretations of it within different social and political contexts that
are constantly subject to change due to developing historical circumstances.
Next, I will take some time to present the context of my fieldwork while explaining my
methodological approach.
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1.3 Ethnographic Fieldwork and Methodology
I did fieldwork in Nepal during a three-month period between December 2013 and Febru-
ary 2014. This was an interesting time to be in Nepal as the latest elections for the consti-
tutional assembly had just been held in November, heralding another try at promulgating
a constitution for the young republic. I stayed in the capital city of Kathmandu which is
a home to 1.7 million people and located in a bowl-shaped valley at an elevation of 1400
meters. The city dates back almost 2000 years and is home to people of various ethnici-
ties, resulting in an amalgamation of different traditions and practices that have given rise
to a cosmopolitan culture. While the two major religions are Hinduism and Buddhism,
indigenous animistic practices such as the Kirant Mundhum are also practiced. It is also
the most populous city in Nepal and while Nepali remains the de facto lingua franca,
most educated residents understand English fairly well. In addition, Kathmandu is home
to Nepal’s central administrative authorities. Singha Durbar hosts the Prime Minister’s
office, the two chambers of the parliament and other ministries.
Although fieldwork outside Kathmandu would have allowed me to immerse myself in
local politics at the village level, it was the opportunity provided by my contacts in the
Nepalese trade unions that eventually drew me to Kathmandu. A Finnish trade union,
Pro, agreed to facilitate my research in return for information on a project that incorpo-
rated unions from both Nepalese and Bangladeshi financial sector. In many cases the
management of Nepali companies were quite negatively disposed towards trade unions in
general and shunned the idea of having foreign agents inspecting their internal practices.
As a more or less neutral researcher I was able to cross into these worksites, whether they
were factories or corporate offices, and gather information that had the potential of being
beneficial not only to myself but also to the Finnish partners of the local trade unions.
The Finnish Trade Union Solidarity Center (SASK) introduced me to their project coor-
dinator Sharan, a local who became an invaluable source of knowledge. Since day one he
arranged me to participate in various events and activities while patiently explaining or
translating anything I might have trouble understanding.
By being immediately introduced to people involved with development issues, national
politics, and the constitutional reform, allowed me to quickly adjust to the kind of work
I’d be doing and consider the kind of questions I should be asking. While there was
some initial confusion with interview questions and the sort, this swift entry to the field
nevertheless orientates you in a certain way that can turn out to be beneficial when you
are limited to only few months of fieldwork. There are certain advantages to meeting
people who are open and eager to involve themselves in discussions of both personal and
public issues. The people I interviewed and worked with during my fieldwork were in
general urban professionals who lived in the Kathmandu valley, spoke English to some
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extent and were studying part-time unless they already held a degree in their chosen field.
For the financial sector where many of my trade union-related informants were employed,
this was usually a bachelor’s degree. A number of them, often proud to have been able
to gain employment in Kathmandu, were originally from districts further removed from
the capital. While many of the contacts I made were either active members or part of the
leadership of the various trade unions, I also spoke with activists, academics, lawyers and
various civil society representatives. Furthermore, throughout my visit, I stayed in contact
with the staff of both the anthropological and political science departments of Tribhuvan
University, who were very helpful in providing academic commentary on the issues I was
researching. Some of my more fruitful interviews came from people working in different
fields of civil society ranging from public interest law to development consultancy.
Picture 1: Brick factories outside Bhaktapur
To sum up, the two major bodies I was engaged with during my fieldwork were the
Nepalese trade union federations and members of various civil society groups, such as
World Wildlife Fund, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) and Bibeksheel Nepali, a local or-
ganization that promotes good governance, accountability and political change through
campaigning and leadership programs. Many of them are part of what I would call the
Nepalese political society: organizations that articulate and aggregate the values and in-
terests of civil society for action by the government. This is a contested term and the
representatives of any particular group I spoke with sometimes made sharp distinctions
between themselves and other interest groups. For example, due to their connections
10
with the political parties, many didn’t consider Nepalese trade unions to be part of civil
society. Furthermore, Kathmandu is home to hundreds of development agencies, non-
governmental organizations, political organizations and advocacy groups, often making it
very hard to make a distinction between them and know where exactly do their political
loyalties and interests lie. Add to this the fact that Nepalese society is deeply politicized
and it is easy to lose sight of the big picture in this maze of associations. With this in
mind, I will now shortly describe the state of the labour movement in Nepal; after all, a
sizeable chunk of my field data came from people associated with the trade unions.
The trade unions in Nepal are organized not only on the basis of profession or labor,
such as tourism or finance, but also on a political basis. This is what makes them of
particular interest in regard to this study. More often than not, the unions are incorporated
within political party apparatus and act as ’extensions’ of the parties in the sense that most
political parties have their corresponding trade union federation. This shows how (much
like in India) the Nepalese the labor movement did not precede working class political
parties unlike in many countries of the Western world. It follows that the problems the
unions are facing are often interlinked to the ones the political parties are having. There
are eleven Nepalese trade union federations and a Joint Trade Union Coordination Centre
(JTUCC) which the major political party trade unions are members of. However, despite
the ongoing interparty rivalry, the trade unions seem at times to be capable of cooperation,
seemingly because they are able to identify common issues that apply to all of them.
Picture 2: UNI Asia and Pacific course on empowerment
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The two major issues for the trade unions at the moment are social security and labor re-
form on a constitutional level. Both relate to the larger institutional issue of constitution-
making, a process that has been dragging since Nepal’s transformation into a republic
polity in 2008. The trade unions are lobbying for workers rights in the hopes that a reform
of the labor laws would grant them additional political power to improve the quality of
life of Nepal’s working class, both in the formal and the huge, underrepresented informal
sector. Some high-level trade union representatives I spoke with expressed the belief that
political party association grants them political influence according to their parties politi-
cal success, as in the case of Nepali Congress’ victory in the latest Constituent Assembly
elections.
My informants were often high-caste, either Bahuns or Chettris of the hills, or alterna-
tively members of the Newari ethnic group2. When put in context of the prevailing eco-
nomic conditions in Nepal and especially in its countryside, most of these people came
from relatively privileged socio-economic conditions. A few were employed in high lead-
ership positions and were part of the political elite — meaning they were connected to the
resources of the state and able to affect important government policies. Their perspectives
are important because of the Nepalese people, who emphasize the role of strong leader-
ship in politics, are articulating their expectations and disappointments through these se-
nior leaders who personify both the good, the bad and the worst of contemporary Nepalese
political culture. However, the predominant demographic this thesis is concerned with are
the urban professionals and members of the small yet growing Nepalese middle-class of
the Kathmandu valley. While their political orientations varied, all were inclined to see
Nepal finally develop towards a stable and inclusive polity.
During my fieldwork I attended about a dozen seminars and workshops that were orga-
nized by either the local trade unions themselves or in unison with civil society actors,
such as FES or World Wildlife Fund. A typical venue would be a conference hall in one
of Kathmandu’s downtown hotels. In addition to presentations by academics, trade union
experts or political leaders, there were usually some workgroups activities, followed by
coffee and lunch. The key topics for each seminar ranged from social democracy to green
economy and from global issues to the affairs of a particular trade union federation. De-
mocratization and development always loomed in the background in any discussions that
concerned Nepalese society. Attending these meetings provided me with an opportunity
to learn, for example, how particular groups employed such concepts as participatory
democracy and societal justice or what did people think about the role of party politics
in this or that particular issue. During the breaks I had informal discussions with the or-
ganizers and other attendees, and would often ask preliminary questions that paved the
2While the complexity of the Nepali caste system should be kept in mind, Bahuns and Chhetris are caste
groups which correspond with the Brahmin and Kshatriya varnas of the Indic system, in respectively order.
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way for future interviews. I met some of my principal informants through such informal
exchanges. Usually by the time the day was done, I had garnered dozens of calling cards
and an appointment with some person interested in further communication. It was all very
productive.
Picture 3: Visiting an anti-child labour project
Later, I would meet with people in cafes or restaurants, or alternatively visit them at their
homes or at their worksites. I also loitered around writing fieldnotes at several corpo-
rate offices, interviewing colleagues of the people I would have come to know before and
drinking tea, a local pastime. Sometimes even the top management wanted to exchange
a word or two with me. I also explored sites outside the city limits, such as the infamous
brick factories near Bhaktapur where child labourers, whose impoverished families work
six months of each year, haul thousands of bricks a day from one truck to another. Addi-
tionally, in the spirit of participant observation, I joined in protests staged by the medical
professionals in conjuction with civil society groups, such as Bibeksheel Nepali, against
corruption in the health administration.
In addition to participant observation, my methodology consisted of 12 semistructured
interviews in the aforementioned locations. They would usually take from half an hour to
an hour or two, after which I would discuss informal topics with the informant. I also tried
to gather information on daily politics and the process of government formation through
secondary sources. These included reading the newspapers, visiting local libraries and
other data repositories, and discussing recent developments with my local contacts when-
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ever an opportunity would present itself. The fieldwork data was then analysed in the
context of Nepalese democracy, later supported by a citizen survey on the state of Nepal’s
democracy (2013).
1.4 2nd Constituent Assembly Election Results
I arrived to Kathmandu in the aftermath of the November 2013 2nd Constituent Assembly
elections. The elections had been held under the interim government (formed after the
dissolution of the 1st CA) headed by Khil Raj Regmi, the sitting chief justice of Nepal’s
supreme court, who in a typical Nepali fashion had refused to resign from his judicial post
despite the widespread cries that urging him to do so in the name of the trias politica prin-
ciple. While a Maoist splinter faction had threatened to disrupt the elections, in the end
everything went relatively peacefully. The elections had been carried out with the usual
racketeering involving party officials invading polling booths and the military transport-
ing ballot boxes to counting centers without party supervision. Nevertheless, although the
losing parties blamed systematic irregularities, the elections were considered to be more
or less successful with the big surprise being the Maoists (UCNP-M) distant third-place
finish. Nepali Congress emerged as the largest party in the Constituent Assembly (CA)
winning 196 out of 575 seats.
There was much ambiguity in the air concerning what the election results would mean
for Nepal. Majority of the people I spoke with in the capital seemed to be satisfied that
the Maoists had been driven from their position after five failed governments since their
rise to prominence in the 2008 CA elections. Despite some impressive political develop-
ments and a successfully implemented peace process, the first CA had failed to produce
the new constitution it was originally tasked with writing and its dissolution in 2012 had
left the country in a political and constitutional deadlock. Maoists had promised to uplift
the lives of the poor and transform the Nepali economy, but such promises never materi-
alized. While it was probably in the rural countryside, the traditional Maoist powerbase,
where people were faced with the deepest disappointment, it was nevertheless obvious in
Kathmandu that majority of ordinary people harbored suspicion —even cynicism— to-
wards national politics. Even in those cases where the elections results were in favor of
the political orientation of the informant I was interviewing, they were wary to express
too much hope for the new administration. This was nothing they hadn’t seen before.
While Kathmandu had been spared worst of the violence during the decade-long civil war,
many of its residents had direct or at least indirect experience with the wave of demon-
strations that took place in Kathmandu in April 2006. This so called “Rhododendron
revolution" had been named after the Himalayan alpine plant that blooms in the spring.
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Many felt that the democratic gains made nearly a decade ago were now slowly fading
away. I would always ask specific questions about people’s feelings on the past fifteen
years of democracy and the substantial changes in Nepal during this time. In addition to
inquiring about people’s perception of Nepal’s political climate, I paid particular attention
to the issues of empowerment, citizenship and social justice, and what meaning people
might attribute to them in their lives. I began to appreciate the complexity of the situation;
the elusiveness of democracy and the weight of history on Nepalese society.
What follows remains to be seen. In his assessment of the 2013 CA election results, Ma-
hendra Lawoti (2014) notes how Nepal is moving away from the two-party dominance of
the 1990’s towards developing a truly multiparty system. According to him the major par-
ties’ inability to represent marginalized groups has led to the growth of identity-based par-
ties, some independently conceived while others are made up of splinter factions from the
larger parties. However, the strong electoral showing by parties that oppose identity-based
federalism — a major, if not the primary dividing issue affecting the constitution-making
process — poses questions for what to expect from the new Constituent Assembly and
whether this would continue to foster the kind of contentious politics that have troubled
Nepal since the 1950s.
There are both positive and negative developments: there has been notably less violence in
the post-election period than what had been expected but at the same time the government
formation process dragged unnecessarily. It took the new coalition cabinet nearly four
months to form; the new Prime Minister Sushil Koirala was elected only a few weeks
before my departure from the field in February 2014. The most grievous blow to the
newly elected CA came when the major parties’ promise to write a constitution within
a year was not be realized on 22.01.2015. At the time of writing (February, 2015), this
failure has already lead to raucous protests, civil unrest and parliamentary chaos as the
voters patience is wearing thin.
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2 Democratization and Political Culture: a Theoretical
Framework
In this chapter I will discuss two key concepts of my argument. I will begin by providing
an introduction to a particular line of democratization studies and explain the influential
criteria set for democracy by the so called transition paradigm. After this I will discuss the
structural factors that influence democracy development and then move onto the debate
surrounding the concept of political culture and explain how it ties into my research. My
intention here is to define the manner in which concepts of democratization and political
culture will be employed within the framework of my study.
2.1 Democratization
Thomas Carothers (2002) writes how in the beginning in the 1970’s and culminating in the
1990’s, political events in several regions of the world converged to produce a recogniz-
able trend of liberalization and a decline of authoritarian rule. The cause, pace and form
of this process varied considerably between different countries, but it shared a dominant
characteristic — simultaneous movement away from dictatorial rule toward a more liberal
and often more democratic governance. It became conceived by political scientists as a
large global democratic trend that owing to Samuel Huntington (1991) became known as
the ‘third wave’ of democracy. This idea was seized upon with enthusiasm by a number
of U.S. governmental, quasi-governmental, and nongovernmental organizations devoted
to promoting democracy abroad. At the time the Western democracy communities were
in desperately need of an analytic framework for explaining democratic transitions and
were therefore swift to accept this model as a near-universal paradigm for understanding
democracy. As this ‘transition paradigm’ spread through U.S. policy circles, it rapidly
became a pervading model of talking and thinking about processes of political change
around the world. While it certainly had its merits for understanding surprising politi-
cal upheavals in the world, with time it became increasingly clear that reality failed to
conform to this model. However, despite a steady stream of criticism and several revi-
sions by its original supporters, this way of framing democratization invaded the Western
democratic imagination3. (Carothers, 2002, 5-6).
3Transitology tries to explain processes of democratization in a variety of contexts, from bureaucratic
authoritarianism and other forms of dictatorship in Latin America, southern Europe and northern Africa to
postcommunist developments in eastern Europe. The debate has become something of an academic "turf-
war" between comparative studies and area studies scholars, while highlighting several problematic features
of social science methodology, including generalization, an overemphasis on elite attitudes and behavior,
Eurocentrism, the role of history in explaining causality, and the inability to produce testable hypotheses.
(Bunce, 1995)
16
The ‘transition paradigm’ was defined by how it set a certain criteria for democratization
and the core assumptions it made about democracy. For example, in their influential
book, Politics in Developing Countries: Comparing Experiences with Democracy, Larry
Diamond, Juan J. Linz and Seymour Martin Lipset (1995, p. 6) called democracy the
premieminent political issue of our times and – drawing from studies by multiple eminent
political scientists such as Robert Dahl – set a criteria of three essential conditions for a
democratic system of government:
First, there should be regularly held free and fair elections for positions of government
which exclude the use of force, and provide for meaningful and extensive competition
among individuals and organized groups, such as political parties, for the said positions.
Secondly, a highly inclusive level of political participation in the selection of leaders and
policies, so that all major social groups are able to exercise their citizenship rights.
Thirdly, a degree of civil and political liberties — freedom of thought, expression, press,
assembly and demonstration, the freedom to form and join organizations, and the freedom
from unjustified imprisonment and terror – secured trough political equality under a rule
of law that is sufficient to ensure that citizens, individually or through associations, can
articulate and advocate their views and interests, and contest policies and offices in an
autonomous and a vigorous fashion. (Diamond et al., 1995, p. 7. Dahl, 1972, p. 3-20,
Lipset, 1981, p. 27, Schumpeter, 1942)
Building on similar criteria, other political transitologists made further assumptions about
democracy that came to dominate the popular way democratization was perceived. Most
importantly, any country seen as moving away from dictatorial rule could be considered
a country in transition towards democracy. Characteristic of this model was the way how
democratization was conceived to unfold in a sequence of stages: first, the phases of
opening and breakthrough which lead to the collapse of the regime, then followed by
consolidation, a slow process in which democracy is substantiated through the reform of
state institutions and the overall habituation of society to the new democratic rules. Great
importance was given to the determinative importance elections which were considered
to be not just a foundation stone, but a key generator for further democratic reforms. The
paradigm rested on the premise that democratic transitions of the ‘third wave’ were being
built on coherent and functioning states, when obviously this was rarely the case; most
societies had to grapple with the reality of building a state from scratch or coping with an
existent but largely nonfunctional state. (Carothers, 2002, p.6-8).
Normative theories of democracy and public administration regularly assume that demo-
cratic elections and decentralized governance promote the consolidation of democratic
institutions in post-transition countries. Yet a widely cited shortcoming of democracy
studies is that they often fail to follow up on the democratic quality or performance of
17
democratic institutions after this transitional phase of emergence or restoration of democ-
racy (Landman, 2007, p. 11, Carothers, 2007, p. 24). It was often the case that in many
third world countries that met Diamond, Linz and Lipset’s criteria, only the formal struc-
ture of government was organized according to democratic principles while the system in
practice worked the opposite due to constraints on political organization and expression or
because of remaining authoritarian legacies. Admittedly, they agreed that their definition
fell short in this perspective (Diamond et al., 1995, p.7).
To account for these irregularities, the tendency in democracy studies has been to grade
and label these formally democratic regimes according to factors such as the vigor of
their political party competition or the freedom and fairness of elections (O’Donell, 1994
Plattner, 2005, p. 6). Although they satisfy a certain democratic criteria, these countries
are nevertheless regarded as lacking in democratic attributes. Therefore countries that are
considered to be only formally democratic, e.g. Thailand or Malaysia, are often labeled
as ”low-quality”, ”low-intensity”, ”illiberal” or ”delegative” democracies without really
bothering to understand the root causes of their problems. Despite the increasing criticism
towards such shallow criteria, rather than consider the complicated and context-specific
processes that reflect the variety of factors that together constitute the local political re-
ality, international organizations have continued to concentrate on it (Landman, 2007, p.
17). Democracy promoters are entrenched in their focus on political processes and in-
stitutions, and afraid that trying to blend that focus with sociocultural perspectives might
lead to the dilution of democratic assistance (Carothers, 2002, p. 16).
This brings us to the fundamental question that has influenced this thesis, that is, how
to reconcile with the fact that despite passing a number of normative criteria, democracy
in Nepal is, if not failing, in a troubling state of dysfunction? While there are surely
a number of qualified answers to this dilemma, I will begin mine by considering the
process of consolidating democracy and the key assumption made by the transitologists
that the underlying conditions in transitional countries — their economic level, political
history, institutional legacies, ethnic make-up, sociocultural traditions, or other “structural
features” — will not be major factors in either the onset or the outcome of the transition
process (Ibid).
Comparative politics studies agree that structural factors play a role in the process of
democratization but ultimately democracy is not considered emerge or persist by some
political or sociological "hidden hand" (Diamond et al., 1995, p. 52). Rather, it is postu-
lated that structural factors may enable or discourage democratization at various phases
but by no means make democracy inevitable or impossible. Political science has identi-
fied certain structural factors that are considered to be likely to advance democratization:
high levels of income and education, limited inequality and poverty, democratic culture
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and an appreciation of its values, tolerance and accommodation of ethnic pluralism, and
a lack of military prerogatives and authoritarian legacies. In this view the social struc-
tures and historical legacies of a given country restrain the choices available for political
actors at any particular time. The dynamism and scope of the third wave democratiza-
tion had the advantage of burying old, deterministic and culturally noxious presumptions
about democracy, such as that most countries in the developing world were “not ready for
democracy” (Carothers, 2002, p. 8). However, when democracy is understood in terms of
procedures, strategic choices, sequential patterns and rejection of the search for prerequi-
sites, the role of elites (both traditional and reformists) emerges as the dominant factor in
all phases of democratization (Kantha, 2010, p. 60). Diamond remarked that,
democratic change is produced not only by abstract historical and structural
forces but by individuals and groups choosing, innovating, and taking risks
1999, p. xi-xii.
According to Carothers (2002) this came to promote the role of political leaders to the
extent that all that seemed to be necessary for democratization was a decision by a coun-
try’s political elites to move toward democracy while fending off the contrary actions
of remaining antidemocratic forces. I am not disregarding the elite view in this thesis,
far from it — one the main issues of my research is the way Nepali politicians are col-
laboratively failing to provide Nepal the democratic “depth” that it desperately needs.
However, I attempt to blend this perspective with a structural one, arguing that the mis-
steps of democracy in Nepal have often resulted from the inadequacy on the part of its
political elite to consolidate on democratic advances, but that this failure is largely result-
ing from a series of structural reasons, chiefly, the foundations of Nepali political culture
in impartiality.
The consolidation of democracy as a theoretical concept is essential for studies of de-
mocratization but the scholarship is hardly precise in delineating it. Valerie Bunce de-
fines it aptly as being affiliated with the sustainability of democracy: “[consolidation of
democracy ]refers to the degree to which the key elements of a democratic order are in
place, and whether those elements function to promote effective, inclusive, and account-
able governance” (Bunce, 2003, p. 179). I agree with her in a profound sense in that the
consolidation process is almost like state-building, an exercise in ‘crafting” and maintain-
ing democratic values and practices. In Nepal for instance, the ongoing struggle to draft a
constitution is part of that exercise. It would provide accommodation and mutual security,
discourage polarization and exclusion, and give all citizens a stake in polity.
After the first people’s movement for democracy in 1990, Nepalis, like many other cit-
izens of countries that have managed to replace their authoritarian system with a demo-
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cratic one, noticed that overturning dictatorships is an easier task than building function-
ing democracies (Plattner, 2005, p. 6). It becomes obvious that democracy cannot be
introduced overnight and that each country in a transition has its own path forward. Some
are quicker, some more complete than others. In her ethnography of democratization on
the island of Sumba (2008), Jacqueline Vel supports Thomas Carothers (2002, p. 8) ar-
gument against the basic assumptions about the inconsequentiality of structural factors
inherent in the transition paradigm. Vel, like Carothers, rather wishes to incorporate his-
torical, cultural and political factors in any discussion of what the specific conditions or
agents affecting a country’s democratization are. Anyone assessing politics in a tran-
sitioning country should ask, ”what is happening politically?” instead of ”how is the
democratic transition going?” (2008, p. 18).
In order for us to know is it that is happening at the level of democratic consolidation
process in Nepal, we should emphasize both the structural factors and the agency of the
receiving population that has been adapting this new system of governance to their own
existing political culture and system. Hoping to do so, I have posed questions such as how
have traditional Nepali notions of power and forms of social life affected the democratiza-
tion process or how are the previous patrimonial politics reflected in the new institutions.
Quoting Vel, it is very important to understand that:
”democratization is a lengthy, contextualized and often unpredictable process
in which elements of democratic regime, according to plan or theory, artic-
ulate with long-established patterns of governance and politics in a specific
society” (Vel, 2008, p.IX).
Social and political scientists often refer to these patterns as ‘political culture’. Subse-
quently I will shortly review the way this term has been employed in the social sciences
and how it relates to my research. I will use studies on Indonesia as an example to illus-
trate my point.
2.2 Political culture
Coming to the fore in the 1950’s, particularly in American political science, the concept of
political culture has had both a theoretical and practical significance. On practical terms it
had a role in shifting the focus from formal political institutions to highlight the influence
of cultural dispositions, such as beliefs, values, attitudes and socio-religious orientations
on political developments. Early studies of political culture, from the sociological ap-
proach of Tocqueville to the quantitative and empirical studies of political scientists in
1960’s (Almond and Verba, 1963, Pye et al., 1965), often expressed a practical interest
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in identifying an ideal array of attitudes and behavior that allow democracy to prosper.
Political culture was helpful in explaining how individuals interact with the institutions
that structure their lives; why certain modes of interaction are favored over others; and
why particular institutional designs recur over time. It addresses the relationship between
institutions and values, and the way institutions create and sustain behavioral and cultural
norms. In this sense it was considered to inform people about the dominant political be-
liefs, values and approaches that define political life within a polity (Henderson, 2007, p.
6). However, one major problem with these early studies was the essentialist, static and
differential understanding of culture.
For example, mainstream Indonesian studies during the late 1960’s had been criticized for
interpreting Indonesia according to preconceived western models. In order to correct this
oversight, a group of scholars began formulating a perspective that would interpret In-
donesian politics from an “indigenous” and “traditional” vantage point. Soon after, Bene-
dict Anderson’s “The Idea of Power in Javanese Culture” (1972) became an influential
landmark study. He argued that contemporary Indonesian politics could be understood
through a traditional Javanese conception of power. In contrast to the modern, Euro-
pean idea of power, originating with the works of Hobbes and Machiavelli that holds that
power is abstract, heterogeneous and ambiguous, the Javanese concept of kasekten por-
trays power as concrete, homogenous and constant. Anderson argued that in the context
of Indonesian political culture power is neither legitimate or illegitimate, power simply
is(Anderson, 1990, p. 21-22).
A few problematic oppositions rose from the way Anderson applied a somewhat essen-
tialist concept of culture in his study. For example, the way he straightforwardly used
the present tense to describe supposedly traditional notions marked his description of
culture as static. While Anderson built his argument on old Javanese court chronicles,
compiled on behalf of royalties who sought to justify their rule, it is impossible to discern
from these chronicles whether the rest of the Javanese population shared their notions
of power, or did this conception only exist at the elite level, if necessary at all. Thus it
has been argued that the Javanese idea of power did not represent political culture in the
sense of shared cultural notions, but rather legitimations of power. The discourse was
beset with the problems of static and simplistic notions of culture failing to account for
the important dynamics through which historical and social structures change and develop
cultures. Additionally, the failure to identify and consider the influence of unequal power
relations on the reproduction of culture resulted in confusing “culture” with traditional
elite ideologies and attempts at legitimation of power. Hence, as with Suharto’s rhetoric
in Indonesia, an authoritarian regime could use notions of their traditional culture and
values as justification for their rule and restriction of political liberties. (Eklof, 2003, p. 5
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Despite such shortcomings, Anderson’s work during this time period helped to advance
a historicist position in political science and his arguments in ”The Idea of Power in
Javanese Culture” (1972) and later works on Indonesia offer valuable insight on power and
the political. Like Stefan Eklof in his recent book Power and Political Culture in Suharto’s
Indonesia (2003, p. 4-7), I am trying to draw attention to the preeminent problem of
a differential conception of culture that was to blame for the aforementioned problems
in interpreting Indonesian political culture. He refers to the taken for granted sense of
culture as a collection of certain unique attitudinal and behavioral characteristics that sets
it apart from other human populations which in return possess their own culture. Culture
understood in this way represents essentialist character of a given country or a society —
reducible to these inherent attributes such as customs, opinions, habits, morals, etc. This
understanding of culture has influenced western thinking since at least the seventeenth
century and was an especially prominent factor in the modern and early modern projects
that aimed at creation of national and ethnic identities (1994, p. 72-73).
Eklof (2004, p. 6) argues that this differential understanding of culture as an essentialist
entity influenced many students of political culture to use culture as a semantic grammar
or a tool for interpreting contemporary Indonesian developments and phenomena. They
ignored the processes in which culture was reproduced and shaped by its history and
socio-political contexts. The resulting ethnographic construct, “Javanese culture”, be-
came a major explanatory variable in the study of Indonesian politics and obscured such
categories of explanations as coercive power, repression, gender, class and the negotia-
tion between conflicting social and political aspirations. In order to amend the preceding
problems, it is necessary for political culture to acknowledge both these categories and
the social situations and relations of power in which culture is reproduced. Anthropolo-
gist Jonathan Friedman, drawing on the work of Fredrik Barth (1989, p. 120-142), has
proposed an alternative definition that manages to accomplish this:
“Cultural meaning is unequally distributed in populations and is not a shared
framework or paradigm. [The context of cultural reproduction is] one in
which there are multiple voices already present in society, positioned accord-
ingly to relations of power and authority where coherence exists when at-
tributed meaning can be hegemonically maintained. [Culture] is a relatively
instable product of the practice of meaning, of multiple and socially situated
acts of attribution of meaning to the world, of multiple interpretations both
within society and between members of society, and [...] between societies.
(Friedman, 1994, p. 74).
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Culture, then, is not a static object independent of social and historical developments and
relations but continuously reproduced in social and political contexts, which in return are
modified by existing power relations and hegemonic structures, as well as the aspirations
and actions of the actors involved in this historical process. When this definition is ap-
plied to political culture, it leaves behind the casual explanation of political behavior and
developments through fundamental categories and an essentialist conception of culture.
Instead, political culture becomes abstraction from reality and a heuristic tool, “provid-
ing us an understanding of politics in a particular place during a certain period of time,
and under certain constellations of power and social relations” (Eklof, 2003, p. 7). It is
also very useful for exposing the fundamentally important, but largely obscure aspects of
politics. As such, political culture should be understood as referring to the processes of
cultural reproduction and contestation in the sphere of politics. It involves ethos as well
as practice, and attributes meaning to the boundaries, arenas, institutions, strategies and
forms for political action and decision-making, all of which are created and reproduced
in a myriad of everyday social and political situations and interactions (Osterberg, 2008,
p. 76).
My use of the term political culture in reference to Nepal will follow this very logic. I do
not apply it as an autonomous explanatory category but bound to a particular historical
context instead of being transferable to different contexts and settings (Eklof, 2003, p.
7). Respectively, political culture is one of the central theoretical categories in this thesis.
While there are many structural factors that could be considered when discussing the pro-
cesses of democratization, I believe that from the point of view of anthropology it makes
for the most compelling argument. By drawing on survey and ethnographic data from
other researchers, and my own fieldwork, I aim to understand to what extent is Nepalese
political culture reproduced in particular historical and socio-political contexts, and how
does it transform under new institutional settings. By examining both the political history
and contemporary Nepali politics from an anthropological vantage point, it is possible
to avoid the pitfalls of a differential conception of culture, and reveal the way political
culture connects together both political actors and the historical socio-political contexts
that continue to influence them.
I hope to have clarified my position on these key issues and will now move on to the
next chapter which considers the historical premises of Nepalese democracy before the
revolution of 1990.
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3 Political History of the Nepali State: The Steps To-
wards Democracy
To understand the growing dysfunctionality in the Nepalese political sphere and demo-
cratic institutions, I will begin by considering in depth the history of Nepal and the way
political culture and systems of patronage have been articulated within the last century
or so. I will be paying special attention to the democracy movement of 1950, the fol-
lowing era of panchayat democracy and finally, the spring revolution of 1990. This will
inform us of how the power relations prevailing in Nepal have come to be and help in
constructing a framework for reflecting contemporary Nepali politics. Before this how-
ever, I will shortly recount some of the main issues haunting Nepalese society today. In
the book Multiverse of Nepal’s Democracy: Contents and Discontents, Dev Raj Dahal
argues how democracy as practiced by various actors and political parties in Nepal have
so far focused only on the state, constitution, law, rights and authority, leaving their re-
ciprocals untouched — society, democracy, politics, duties and freedom (2010, I-V). This
has produced a dysfunctional rule of law with insufficient means to protect human rights,
deliver social justice and to abolish what he calls ”a culture of impunity.” Nepalese people
are burdened with growing inequality in social and economic relations which constrain
them and render them unable to access public life. In a situation like this where the law
is not in harmony with the fundamental rights of the citizens, it becomes difficult for the
regime to maintain the rule of law and secure the national consent of the disposed in the
social contract. Accordingly, many Nepalese I spoke with felt that were being relegated
to the role of spectators within their polity. Dahal writes how both the historical crisis in
law and the instability of the Nepali constitutional system can be attributed to a struggle
between several dominant worldviews – conservatism, ethno-territorialism, liberalism,
ultra-socialism - and the inability of patrimonial leaders to establish a modicum of con-
sensual rule. The abrupt political changes have weakened the hold of law and annulled
the possibility of public use of reason, which in return factionalizes the state institutions
and society, fostering chronic insecurity and fear among the ordinary citizens. The state’s
failure to accommodate change eventually results in deterioration of trust in public insti-
tutions and the loss of the coercive potential of law which for Dahal represents the raison
d’etre of the state.
The contemporary political culture in Nepal can be characterized as reflecting a contra-
dictory mix of deference for senior leaders, a wish for idolization, but also distrust of their
authority, and a culture of confrontation rather than compromise. Previous research shows
that Nepali politicians show a distinct lack of interest in public policy (Dahal and Bhatta,
2010; Baral 2012, Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2008; Lawoti 2014). Instead, they are interested in
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development projects that can help them expand their political constituencies through pa-
tronage networks, distributional coalitions and donor relations. Additionally, many of the
top-ranking bureaucrats who the Nepali leadership have developed a close clientelistic
relationship with, have lately been shown to be actively involved in corruption (Trans-
parency International Nepal, 2008). Dysfunctional and contentious politics have given
rise to a large number of protest movements that weaken the public confidence in state
institutions and the government’s authority, but also further contribute to destabilizing the
country’s investment climate. While active participation of citizens in itself is critical for
a functioning democratic polity, coupled with low institutionalism of political parties has
given civic engagement progressively anomic and extra-constitutional tendencies.
Lack of inner-party democracy and the radicalization of the public sphere is eroding the
social base of the traditional parliamentarian political parties and giving birth to par-
tial associations, lineage groups, regional associations and several revolutionary groups
(Bleie and Dahal, 2010, p. 30-31). These are the reflections of pre-democratic politics
that have found fertile ground to grow in a country still emerging from feudal power-
relations and the power-vacuum left by the abolishment of the Shah monarchy. Nepali
politicians’ power-monopolizing tendencies maintain a culture of impunity for powerful
interest groups and postpone justice to the powerless sections of the society. An example
of this would be the lack of progress in establishing independent tribunals to investigate
the possible war crimes that had occurred during the insurgency. After eight years of
legal proceedings to pursue post-conflict The Truth and Reconciliation Commission and
the Commission on Enforced Disappearances were formed in February 2015, yet possi-
ble offenders, protected by powerful patrons in the establishment, will likely avoid being
brought to justice. At the same time, the militarization of the youth wing of political par-
ties is eroding the sense of security at public institutions, jobs and the market. A strong
civil society would be needed to counter-balance these troubling developments but unfor-
tunately the Nepalese CSO’s are often heavily subsidized by the very political forces they
are expected to pressure. They are often unable to become autonomous bodies capable of
self-accountability. Any development policy executed through these partisan groups be-
comes subject to a clientelistic culture that further inhibits the distribution of social goods
(Ibid., p. 37).
3.1 Traditional Modes of Power in Nepal: 1700 - 1962
History of the present day Nepalese polity begins by its territorial consolidation in the
eighteenth century by Prithvi Narayan Shah (1722-1775), a king of the small principality
of Gorkha, whose conquest of Kathmandu Valley began a 26 year-long campaign to carve
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a state out of the local kingdoms and tribal territories. Following a classical pattern of state
formation through warfare, he expanded this realm as far north as the current Tibetan bor-
der, as far in the west and east as Kangra and Sikkim, and to modern Utter Pradesh in the
south (Malik et al., 2008, p.30, Burghart, 1984, Bista, 1991). Central to the formation of
Nepal was its establishment as a Hindu kingdom, envisioned by Prithvi Narayan as asil
Hindustan—a “true Hindustan” free from the dominion of the cow-eating Firangi (Euro-
peans) and “pig-eating subjects of the barbarous Celestial Emperor of Peking” (Burghart,
1984, p. 116). Accordingly, Nepal was administered through sacred dharma and local
customary law that upheld a socio-moral order and inspired loyalty in its diverse popu-
lation. A multiethnic, yet a unified state became Prithvi Narayan’s legacy, but through
affirmation of Hindu rule, he also laid the foundations for caste elitism and the hierar-
chical power structure. This form of state-building continues to inform Nepal’s political
culture today; the way power, kingship and authority were (and to some extent, still are)
conceived in Nepalese society are influenced by Rajdharma— a Hindu conception of the
duty of the rulers.
The Shah kings ruled Nepal for seventy years, during which it fought a war against the
East India Company (1814-1816) that resulted in territorial concessions to the British
Raj. However, Nepal avoided the fate of its neighbors as a protectorate of the Crown and
retained its independence. The Shah rule ended in 1856 when a nobleman called Jang Ba-
hadur Kunwar succeeded in a palace coup which reduced the royal family to figureheads
while he took control of the country. Jang Bahadur elevated his caste to the kingly Thakuri
and adopted the honorific surname of Rana, as becoming of a founder of a dynasty. He
made the position of prime minister hereditary; his brothers were to succeed him through
agnatic succession, followed by his sons and nephews. Therefore the executive power
passed into the firm grip of the Rana family that managed to hold on to power by occu-
pying key positions in the court, the administration and the army. Mahesh Chandra
Regmi (1978, p. 376)wrote how two features characterized the Rana rule: its extractive
nature and endorsement of a hegemonic Hindu discourse, which together contributed to
a highly centralized feudal-state. Rather than attempting to develop the country through
economic or administrative reforms, the Ranas exercised despotic power and sought to
crush any modernist aspirations of the educated classes. Meanwhile, the countryside was
subject to the heavy taxation and exploitation of the peasants, who were unable to acquire
additional agricultural lands after the borders were demarcated with India. The Rana oli-
garchy sustained a lavish and royal lifestyle by maintaining an excessively extractive and
patrimonial state structure. Although extraction remains a fundamental character of the
Westphalian state today, the 19th century Nepalese lacked any social contract with their
wayward masters. Instead of providing security and goods in exchange for submission,
the state acted like a roving bandit, failing to demonstrate any interest in the long-term
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development of the country (Riaz and Basu, 2007, p. 128-129).
During the Rana era there was a noticeable rise in Hindu-nationalist discourse that aimed
to foster unity and solidarity against the British, but it also promoted repression in the
form of a high caste-centric social order. Understanding this fundamental religious basis
of the Nepali national project is important for anyone looking to discern the structure
of the contemporary political order and the way caste continues to be built into the elite
hierarchy. In 1854 Jang Bahadur Rana unveiled a legal document titledMuluki Ain which
translates into “law of the land.” In his seminal study of the subject, András Höfer argues
how it codified a Nepalese national caste hierarchy which differed from the classical Indic
model by classifying all the kingdom’s subjects into jats (“kind”) which came to stand for
caste, regardless of whether this initially had referred to caste, family, clan or ethnic group
(1979). All of Nepal’s population was incorporated into this hierarchy and according to
Hindu custom, each person was designated with rights and prohibitions appropriate to
their standing in the system. For example, Buddhist subjects were given a low-caste
status as matwali, a widespread designation for alcohol consuming and therefore impure
groups. The Ranas sought to avoid the European nationalist evocation for national unity
by backing the myth of a culturally homogenous Nepalese population. Muluki Ain proved
instrumental in cultivation of a sense of unity within diversity (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 1997, p.
32). Before this Rana endorsement of caste hierarchy, it had remained a plaything of
those Nepali elites leaning towards India —- the high-caste bahuns “ideal of a urban
cilization” (Bista, 1991, p. 37-39). After codification of Muluki Ain, Hindu discourse
became an effective instrument for national unification with the aim of making Hinduism
a uniform feature of nationalist sentiment (Gellner et al., 1997). In his preface to 1866
regulations on religious endowments, Jang Bahadur Rana, reflecting on Prithvi Narayan
Shah’s quest for Hindustan, expressed these sentiments:
We have our own country, a Hindu Kingdom, where the law prescribes that
cows shall not be slaughtered, nor women or Brahmans sentenced to capital
punishment . . . In this age of Kali, this is the only country in which Hindus
rule” (Burghart, 1984, p.116).
The 104 year long Rana reign had destabilizing effects on both economic and social life in
Nepal, and the resentment towards their misrule, emanating from a growing urban bour-
geoisie, grew. The taxation system that the Ranas had deviced continued to brutalize the
countryside and encouraged discriminate abuse by absentee landlords. Meanwhile all of
the country saw a distinct lack of social justice and a growing division between caste and
other economic elites, and the poor and caste subordinates. Nepal was essentially a feu-
dal society until the 1950’s, with troubling remains of the feudal system prospering even
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after the institution of democratic reforms — take for example the Kamaiya system, a
form of bonded labour that was not abolished until the year 2000. The crucial legacy of
the Ranas, however, was the development of instruments of power and statecraft, associ-
ated with the Hindu monarchy, which became ossified in the Nepali way of life during
the formative century and a half existence of the kingdom. The Rana model of extractive
and patrimonial state structure invested little in the social livelihood of its subjects and
the infrastructure of the kingdom, but made up for it in the solidification of social super-
structural linkages that were based on family bonds, reciprocal alliances between status
equals, patronage relations between unequals; a social nexus that tied all power to the
royal palace. (Adams, 1998, p.33).
The Hindu hegemony first envisioned by the Shah kings and later actively sustained by
the Rana dynasty was not only a midwife to Nepali nationalism but also proved to be its
undoing. Caste elite domination and the repressive system of extraction that excluded ac-
cess to privilege eventually gave birth to the democratic aspirations that later transformed
into, if not a full-scale revolution, an attempt at one. During the early 1930’s and early
1940’s many educated young Nepalese were living in India at a time when great social
and cultural and revival was taking place there. They were influenced by the rise of the
nationalist movement spearheaded by the Indian National Congress against the British
rule. Close contact with the Indian freedom movement and the leadership of Indian so-
cialist leaders such as Jaya Prakash Narayan and Ram Manohar Lohia, encouraged the
anti-Rana rhetoric that was taking place within the emerging Nepalese middle-class. In
fact, in mid- 1930’s, the first Nepalese political party — Praja Parishad — began as an
anti-Rana campaign. Later on, the Nepali National Congress and the Nepali Democratic
Congress were formed in 1947 and 1948 respectively, and then merged into a one party,
the Nepali Congress, in 1950.
The founders of the Nepali Congress assumed a position of leadership in the movement
against the Rana dynasty, who at the time were somewhat unaware of the extent of the
middle-class class alienation. As expected, the regime answered with violence and thus
various anti-Rana organizations, nationalist groups, political activists, trade unions and
even disgruntled low-status Ranas joined forces under the banner of Nepali Congress.
After Nepal’s King Tribhuvan fled to India, depriving the Ranas of any remaining legit-
imacy, the movement launched an armed struggle against them. At the time the govern-
ment in India was favorably disposed towards the patriotic movement, hoping to transform
the pro-British sentiments of the Ranas to pro-Indian ones. It allowed the insurgency to
import and deploy Burmese-supplied arms against the government forces, which were
gradually falling back before the resistance. By early 1951 all of Nepal’s countryside was
threatening to erupt in a large-scale rebellion against not just the Rana dynasty but the
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overall regime of class inequality and oppression. Nehru, along with other Indian leaders
stepped in to negotiate a compromise between King Tribhuvan, the Ranas and the more
malleable lieutenants of the insurgency, completely sidestepping Nepali Congress’ social-
ist leader and future Prime Minister B.P. Koirala. Facing a popular upsurge, the threat of
a full-scale revolution and the tough attitude of the newly independent India, the Ranas
yielded. This however left many of the activists participating in the movement quite bitter
as their ambitions for a comprehensive democratic change had been thwarted. (Mikesell,
1999, p. 93).
Stephen Mikesell (1999, p. 94) notes how this so called ‘Delhi Compromise’ mostly
amounted to return of the Shah kings to power after 104 years of Rana rule. The monar-
chy was established as paramount over a basically unchanged state machinery and class
regime, with the Ranas subordinated to the palace. A cabinet was formed; a combination
of the old power elites and the compliant leadership from among the insurgents, most of
them from the old landholding families of the era. Ironically, what was known as the
‘Democracy Revolution of 1951’ marked the day King Tribhuvan returned from exile.
Mikesell (Ibid.) further argues how the events of 1951 should not be interpreted as a
revolution in the sense of a major rearrangement of class organization and control of the
society; while as a result a slightly wider group of the upper class was allowed (albeit
begrudgingly) access to state machinery, it was chiefly a shift in primacy over the instru-
ments of power and ownership of the state from one family of the old regime to another.
No kind of electoral franchise was extended to the population at large. The new rulers
of the country, in desperate need of legitimacy and wealth, began to look outward for
opportunities to improve their prestige. For the first time there was access to large scale-
foreign aid, which in return created a new class of commission agents, contractors and
development “experts” who took a tithe of the foreign aid and gave birth to a particular
type of distributional coalitions that I’ll discuss later. Thus popular accountability began
to deteriorate while the old, semi-feudal structures of power remained firmly in place.
The years following the restoration of the monarchy saw the introduction of multi-party
politics in Nepal, yet the attitudes of the ruling class and the socio-economic circum-
stances prevalent in the country at large were not auxiliary to further democratic aspira-
tions. The constituent assembly promised by King Tribhuvan on his return to Nepal never
materialized, and as such, neither did political change. The palace drowned the ideolog-
ical pretentions of party leadership in foreign aid and shuffled the cabinets between the
‘leadership’ of various political parties. Instead of working towards stabilizing the demo-
cratic system, the parties were failing and the legitimacy of the system itself was running
low. Back then, like today, the problem was not lack of participation; new political par-
ties were emerging at a considerable pace. They were unfortunately also continuously
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fragmenting due to personal rivalries between party leaders. An endless scramble for
power became one of the trademarks of the Nepali political system and gave the ruling
autocratic forces an opportunity to label the democratic system itself as undemocratic and
unfavorable to the cultural and political climate in Nepal.
The constitution of 1957, the parliamentary elections of 1959 and Nepali Congress Party’s
landslide victory against the other parties, gave a small sliver of hope. However, as in-
fighting within NC’s ideologically incoherent leadership gradually worsened and political
stability began to fracture, the King dissolved the parliament, arrested its members, and
took over the government in a night-time coup d’etat. Political parties were outlawed for
introducing divisions in the country, and while their ineptitude and infighting certainly
had contributed a fair share to Nepal’s troubles, the demise of democracy was truly has-
tened by elements of the ruling class fighting for political spoils on one hand, and the real
socio-economic divisions and inequities fracturing the society on the other. At the end
of the resulting confusion, the people had not only come to view the king as a symbol of
national unity but also as the savior of the country. (Mikesell, 1999, p. 96).
Finally in 1962, King Mahendra (son of the late King Tribhuvan) promulgated a new
constitution which introduced a new party-less political system, the Panchayat. King
Mahendra, like many rulers at the time in third world countries, believed that liberal
multi-party parliamentary democracy was a product of western cultural milieu and not
compatible with local tradition, yet found it hard to rule without some sort of popular
association. The panchayat system was argued to have existed in Nepal in the past, and
it was intended as an alternative to liberal western democracy by taking into account the
local cultural and historical circumstances. The ironic twist was that foreign advisors (in-
cluding a study sponsored by the political science department of Berkeley, University of
California) participated in the design of the system. As such, the Nepali panchayats were
an attempt at ‘guided democracy’ in which four tiers of elected councils (the panchay-
ats) governed under the king, who in return exercised supreme power and dominated the
bureaucracy, armed forces and the supreme court. While the official rhetoric emphasized
decentralization, all political coordination was to be implemented through active and dy-
namic leadership of the crown. Within ten years Mahendra had in effect reclaimed the
unlimited power exercised by his predecessors.
Multiple reasons have been offered for why democracy could not be sustained in Nepal
during the early 1950’s. Many of the democratic leaders who rose to power after the Ranas
were themselves either part of the old ruling class or constrained to share power with these
traditional authoritarian rulers. Most importantly, whatever their origin or disposition at
the time, the new ruling class inherited a highly feudal and hierarchical social order along
with a backward economy. The Delhi compromise between the Rana rulers and the lead-
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ers of the democratic movement made it possible to introduce democracy in Nepal but
this agreement also left the door open for the continuation of the traditional authoritarian
practices and the prevailing culture of patrimonialism and extraction. Thus, the end of
the Rana rule could not end the Rana political culture. Additionally, the socio-economic
conditions in the country were not in favorable towards democratic reformation, which al-
lowed the more authoritarian elements to consolidate their position further and put an end
to the ambitions of the rising middle-class. The capacity of democratic discourse to take
root and influence political action and culture is key factor to consider: the democratic po-
litical consciousness, political activism, democratic leadership and political organizations
active in Nepal in the 1950’s had emerged on Indian soil and had therefore been influ-
enced by Indian politics and the movement for independence. The ideas of nationalism,
democracy and self-rule had inspired the minds of Nepalese political activists living in
India at the time, but it was not possible to transmit these ideas and the related organiza-
tions to Nepalese society infused with Rana political culture. This is especially so when
you consider how elements of the old regime existed within the democracy movement.
Consequently, it left a gap between the new emerging political class and the Nepalese
people and society at large. (Upreti, 2011, p. 14).
During the panchayat era, the instruments of statecraft belonging to the king and the
palace took their place as the social and political nexus of the country. The king appointed
the government and in return the ministers, whose power depended on loyalty to him,
were tied to the palace through obligations of patronage. As a result the government was
perceived to belong more to the king than to the people. In his treatise on ancient and
medieval Nepal, Rishikesh Shaha frames the Hindu king’s instrument of statecraft in the
following way: “Shrouded in the splendor of the supreme majesty — the body of the King
and the state [were] one and the same thing” (As cited in Adams, 1998, p. 34). Richard
Burghart further elaborates on this isomorphism between palace and the political system:
“The legal coherence of the ‘personal’, the ‘state’ and the ‘common’ made
sense in a lordly political culture, in which the public domain was personally
represented by the sovereign, whose will was executed by his state agents for
the common good of an indivisible body politic. His Majesty’s government
legally and ritually represented the body politic” (1993, p. 7).
Therefore, the Nepalese people were joined together in a shared socio-moral universe,
the center of which was the Hindu monarch who infused this universe with sacred power.
The sacred sense of duty that a Nepali felt towards his king also tied him to his country
and countrymen. It informed a person in the same profound sense that religious thought,
spirituality and respect for moral duty informed most acts of everyday life. These senti-
ments had been institutionalized in everyday actions of patronage, reciprocity and family
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favoritism that rose to prominence during the Rana rule. Micro and macrotechniques of
power fed into the developing patrimonial political culture of Nepal, which would then be
seen as "undemocratic" and “corrupt” in the years leading to the revolutionary movement
of 1990. For an average Nepali, being involved in a patronage relationship meant being
able to reveal one’s sense of loyalty not only to one’s countrymen but also to the king,
the patron of the whole nation. This feeling was amplified among those who were able
to establish such relations with the palace. In essence this sacred bond with one’s king
and country meant that in order for one to be a loyal and a dutiful citizen, one should
be involved in actions that in a religious sense joined this sacred duty with obligations to
other Nepalis —especially with those of higher social standing. (Adams, 1998, p. 34).
3.2 Patronage, Reciprocity and Systems of Favouritism
I argue that the pre-1990’s forms of governance came to influence the following era of
democratic movements and the attempts at consolidating their advances. Nepal’s political
culture from the 1950’s until the end of the panchayat era was dominated by a mode of
power made possible by a patrimonial monarchy wherein the king held absolute power
and stood symbolically for both the state and its population. Reflecting on Friedman’s
(1994) stance, I argue that despite unequal distribution of cultural meaning and differ-
ing voices in society, the Hindu monarchy, having inherited traditional structures of state
and power, was able to maintain a certain level of cultural coherence in national level
of politics and political thought. Discourses of resistance, especially those originating
from the ethnic and non-Hindu population, were subdued by the hegemonic and harmo-
nizing rhetoric radiating from the royal palace. At the same time, the patrimonial culture
prevalent in the political arena was sustained by various forms of favoritism, themselves
expressions of the Nepali social life. I will dedicate some time to clarify the nature of
these practices, which previous studies have shown to be have been influential to the de-
velopment of political thought and practice in Nepal (Adams, 1998, Kondos, 1987,Bista,
1991).
Social status during the panchayat democracy was somewhat flexible even when caste
status (with certain restrictions) was taken into account. It was possible for one to im-
prove in standing and accumulate resources through relevant connections and by loyalty
to one’s superiors. Those who remained obedient and loyal to their patrons were repaid
in material and social privileges, and would receive rewards in the form of salaries, re-
muneration in kind and resources and favors from the palace that were inaccessible to the
less “connected”. Disloyalty to the king and or threatening his position of power in any
was punishable by exile or death (Whelpton, 1992, p. 211. Cited in Adams, 1998, p. 36).
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These networks of social obligations and patron-client relationships were modeled after
the relationships one would ideally find in an average Nepalese family. Beyond this the
networks resembled those that one could find in larger religious community of like-status
and like-minded fellow citizens, often articulated by the same sacred duty by which one
was bound to the king. A connection to the palace was considered to be almost as good as
a personal connection with the king himself. This produced what Vincanne Adams (1998,
p. 7) refers to as a social nexi within which patrimonialism was generated through rela-
tionships of patronage, reciprocity and family connections — the basis for social mobility
and gaining privileges, protection, and other rewards. She writes how this mode of poli-
tics, known as rajniti, extended all the way down to the state’s least connected member.
The power in this system was embedded in assorted layers of favoritism, each possessing
its own logic but understood in the sense of social family-like ties, reciprocity and access
to privilege through social affiliation. This access was preferably established by one’s
birth and caste status, but was available to those who were able to employ procedures of
endearment and sycophancy. These forms of favoritism include giving priority to one’s
family (natabad) and those one is already involved in a reciprocal relationship with (kry-
pabad); to one’s nonkin connections and clients, or patrons (aphno manche) (consisting
of the aforementioned); currying of favor with a status superior in the form of chakari.
Adams (1998, p. 36) convincingly argues how using these connections was part of what
it meant for most Nepalis to be a Nepali. She writes how:
The networks of social affiliation situated one in webs of relationships that
ultimately tied one to the king — the symbol and body of the nation — or to
the palace, the place from which most privileges came and which was thought
to ideally form a microcosm for the ideal of the nation
Following Caplan (1971), Alex Kondos (1987) has written about these systems of fa-
voritism in great detail. He noted how during 1980’s some of these practices began to be
labeled as constituting corruption by the development literature on Nepal. This was par-
ticularly problematic as the Nepalese law did not formally do so. Kondos paid particular
attention on the practice of natabad-krypabad, favoring of one’s relatives and friends, and
chakari. Whenever Nepalis needed to negotiate with the government or state office, they
would ask themselves “who do we know, who works there?” This emphasizes the funda-
mental Nepali belief at the time how having a contact with the power to render favors was
a legitimate avenue to get things done properly. Better yet, if this contact happened to be
a relative or a close friend. Having such personal connections in public office or other
positions of power, and being able to use them to triumph over one’s competitors is to
have pahauch, which roughly translates to ‘source-force’ – having access to privilege and
resources. Any transaction with bureaucracy could provide for an opportunity for actions
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varying from cutting in line to getting one’s children employed. Neither it was unusual for
the members of the administration to be involved in exchanges of favor which generated
personal opportunities for their family and friends to benefit from. This was especially
commonplace right before and following elections.
As Shaha (1982) observed, natabad-krypabad is what sustained the Nepalese political
life and with a fairly constant turnover rate in the ranks of the political elite, the Nepalese
people were continuously updating their political cognitive maps in order to acknowledge
those in power and consider ways to gain their favor. While at times the state was dis-
proving of natabad-krypabad, it rarely took actions against those in public office who
were involved in favoritism. Instead, most Nepalis were content to merely express envy
against those who were lucky enough to possess more source-force than them, reiterating
the belief that obligations towards family, friends and acquaintances come before other
duties. More of than not, natabad-krypabad was considered to be morally obligatory: it
would be ”Un-Nepali” to leave one’s social obligations of reciprocity unfulfilled just as
it would be Un-Nepali and morally wrong to ignore a family member in need of help.
However, emphasizing the social nature of these obligations, the state’s reaction towards
any exchanges of favors that were too explicit would be swift and forceful, and the act
condemned as morally reprehensive. For example, transactions involving money (ghus)
would fall into this category. None of this should not be interpreted to mean that Nepalis
remained indifferent to the practice of natabad-krypabad, but instead of displaying open
disproval or laying charges of public corruption, they hoped to accumulate enough source-
force to afford such favors themselves.
Considering how unlikely it was for every Nepali to have a social relationship with a
holder of public office, let alone with someone in the palace, it would be easy to think that
this particular form of favoritism would be limited to the wealthy and connected. On the
contrary, there was a ready formula in place that allowed the generation of connections
for gaining favors (Kondos, 1987, p. 19). This cultural formula is called chakari, usually
translated as ‘flattery’, yet it entails more than that would suggest. Rather, it implicates a
relationship between unequals and as Caplan (1971) noted, used to be mainly employed
in the sphere of politics. Based on the oral accounts of elderly Nepalis, the term itself is of
Persian origin and has been associated with the political sphere since the early Rana rule,
during which it attained infamy due to its intensive use and style of articulation. Back
then there were two kinds of chakari in use. The first took the form of a group perfor-
mance, organized in support of Ranas at one of their compounds, after which one of the
attending Rana officers would pick a person from the crowd and then proceed to ask him
or her questions on his or hers personal life. Then, depending on the answers, the officer
might grant the person a request. The second kind was more personal form of chakari in
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which a person seeking favor from a Rana officer would seek to prove his loyalty to him
or her and spend as much time as possible with this person. After sufficient flattery and
gift giving the one performing the chakari could expect something in return, for example,
a favor in the form of a recommendation for a position in the administration for one’s son.
This second kind of chakari remains in use. Kondos (1987, p. 20) wrote how analyses
of Nepalese society back in 1980’s often left western audience with the derogatory im-
pression of chakariwala (the person performing chakari) as “the crawler.” This trivialized
a practice that remains to be an elaborate socio-cultural institution embedded in political
culture and governed by implicit customary rules which are as binding as the set of formal
rules prescribed by other social institutions. Kondos proposes that in order to grasp the
sociocultural significance of chakari, we should conceptualize it as a “particular mode of
establishing a relationship of reciprocal obligations.”
In the initial steps of chakari one must expend a great deal of time to learn as much as pos-
sible about the person whom one wishes to perform chakari on, and then devise complex
strategies in order to engage in face-to-face interactions with the target. If no introduction
is possible, then this could include even acquiring knowledge the other person’s “path-
ways”, that is, routes to work and back, in addition to other habits that might allow for
face-to-face encounters. There is a need for constant exposure and regular interaction so
that the person performing chakari is able to demonstrate through verbal compliments
and emulation of the other’s behavior that he or she is culturally and politically com-
mitted to the target of his or hers devotion. Certain public places, such as temples, like
Pashupatinath4 or other famous spots in Kathmandu allowed people with opportunities
for face-to-face interaction, possibly performing the function of the Rana compounds of
old by giving chakari the element of public performance. Kondos (1987, p. 21) suggested
that only the form had changed, not the substance — an observation that I consider to be
generally true today as well. Finally, once the chakari relationship had been successfully
established, one would eventually move from compliments into actual gift-giving. In a
Hindu cultural context the gift constitutes a special expression of flattery as gifts are as-
sociated with religious offerings given to deities. Gifts are only given to superiors and
are thus a powerful recognition on the part of the person performing the chakari that the
role of the receiver in this relationship is one of superior position and that the performer
is loyal to him. After demonstrating this commitment for a time, the relationship is sym-
bolically sealed when the gift is returned by the patron, who by the logic of the bond
is now approximated within the extended family of the performer. The patron was now
considered to be part of one’s aphno manche ("one’s own people") and the status inferior
4Regarded as one the most sacred Hindu temples in the world, Pashupatinath Temple’s existence dates
back to 400 A.D. The richly-ornamented pagoda houses the sacred linga or phallic symbol of Lord Shiva.
Thousands of pilgrims from all over the world come to pay homage to this temple which is located on the
banks of the Bagmati River 5 kilometres north-east of Kathmandu Valley
35
could draw upon him for privilege and favor otherwise unattainable as if the patron was
part of his family. Increasing one’s pahauch —-source-force— by the creation of these
aphno manche connections became a central strategy for social, economic and political
mobility.
Stiller and Yadav (1979, p. 120-121. Cited in Kondos, 1987, p. 22) have proposed that
the pervasiveness of the personal contact by which Nepalis oriented themselves to polit-
ical matters signified the belief that rules, laws and structures could be bent only if one
possessed enough pahauch. While they argued that this orientation was stimulated by the
way Nepali extended family structured social relations, Kondos (1987, p. 22) adds that
the relations in the extended family itself were structured by other fundamental cultural
and political bases. One of which, I would argue, was the prevalent sense of a sacred duty
towards the king who had come to be seen as the spiritual father figure of the country and
on to whom all patronage relationships could eventually to be traced to. Favoritism, then,
could not only be considered to be an outcome of the political system, but also rising
from the orientation of individuals following cultural directives. Through these relations
Nepalis considered themselves to be Nepali in a cultural sense; all of the networks eventu-
ally lead to the palace and one’s identity was therefore expressed in a moral and religious
sense through the sacred duty all Nepalis had towards the king. A reciprocal relationship
with the palace would guarantee rewards much in the same way that being connected
to the deities through offerings and promises would. Thus the system of patronage and
reciprocity embedded in Nepalese society was invested with sacred importance that orig-
inated from the relationship between the king and the subject, extending all the way to
the mundane social affiliations where it was replicated between people far removed from
the palace and the king. This notion of sanctity was then expressed in one’s sense of duty
towards one’s family and to all others whom one became connected through social affili-
ations in one’s society. This way the sociomoral character of one’s relationships engraved
the metaphor of the family on the whole social system. (Adams, 1998, p. 46).
On a pragmatic level the power in this sort of system resided above all in how it allowed
the creation of social bonds across status groups: A Buddhist villager could perform
chakari on a Hindu Brahmin from Kathmandu Valley in order to gain access to resources
or services at the capital. With Nepal being a Hindu Monarchy with a Hindu King, it
was naturally considered good for a person of lower birth to have high caste people in
his network. Adams (1998, p. 42) suggests that (with a few exceptions, notably, some
Sherpas and members of the Thakali ethnic group) caste hierarchy often correlated with
the notion of class. Class differences could be overcome through aphno manche relations,
allowing those connected to the "wealthy" have themselves greater access to monetary
wealth and thus a higher class position. Access to resources, wealth and a high status
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not ascribed by birth were all made possible through these reciprocal social affiliations
and patronage networks that cross-cut across the wider categories of caste, religion, class
and family. Before 1990’s most Nepalese considered any resources and privileges gained
through the work involved in the creation and maintenance of source-force affiliations as
a merit and the core of all wealth. Money without friends was meaningless and making
friends was making investments.
3.3 The Road to Revolution
During the 1960’s and 1970 the forms favoritism I’ve discussed before were still for the
most part considered to be morally acceptable, but by 1980’s this began to change. Ur-
ban and educated Nepalis started to raise objections towards the use of social influence to
garner privilege. ‘Source-force’ began to be associated with ‘corruption’ but was never-
theless spoken of as a strategy that undeniably worked. While it was recognized that one
had to employ afno manchhe relations and other reciprocal connections in life, varying
interpretations of their use began to emerge. This was especially so whenever monetary
exchanges were used to cement social bonds. Before the ability to read money as a gift
had existed on most levels of reciprocal transactions but it was now increasingly consid-
ered to be a sign of bribery. Therefore money took the quality of being “untamed” by
social bonds (Caplan, 1971, p. 275). Development discourse gave rise to an idealized
world of standardized objective procedures and abstract notion of distributions of rewards
and privilege, in which favouritism — especially when involving money — became af-
filiated with corruption. This in turn began to undermine the sanctity of the traditional
sociomoral order that had been the social basis of Nepali society.
Following Adams (1998), I identify panchayat era development and internalization of
Western discourse on development and democracy as one of the preeminent reasons for
this transformation. It occurred at a time when the panchayat regime both made use of
traditional forms of power (the whole system was based on a notion of traditional val-
ues in governance) to advocate development but at the same time criticized such modes
of power. This left many Nepalis ambivalent of how to conduct business, arrange social
relations and engage in social life. Traditional practices began to be viewed as both detri-
mental to development and the well-being of the Nepalese, although the previous social-
moral order still held exercises of social affiliation as sacred and necessary for fulfilling
one’s duty as a citizen. At the same time the emerging professional and “westernized”
classes, having internalized Western critiques and democratic discourse, advocated the
kind of impartial worldview where power was vested in institutions and formal proce-
dures instead of personalities (Shaha, 1993, p. 31). There was much confusion over the
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feeling that one should engage in favouritism in order to act in a moral fashion towards
one’s family, friends and associates, and the enormous antipathy that modernization ad-
vocates displayed towards it.
Western normative ideas, believed to be passed down from scientific, impartial, and demo-
cratic institutions became juxtaposed to the Nepalise normative model of patrionialism
and religious and moral obligation. In reality of course, throughout the Western demo-
cratic countries it continues to be the norm that unofficial channels and an informal sys-
tems of social partiality are utilized in both business and politics in order to obtain re-
wards, privilege and simply to bypass institutional means to get things done. People are
aware of their existence and that they are systematically used, but consider them to be
morally corrupt, at least officially. This kind of Western mode of thought that recognized
an “official and publicly sanctioned way of doing things” finally pervaded Nepalese so-
ciety by the late 1980’s and with it came renunciation of the patrimonial system and the
instruments of power associated with it. Adams (1998, p. 54-56) suggests that this was
an expected outcome of the paradoxical nature of the panchayat democracy: a political
system designed as an “indigenous” alternative to Western and Indian parliamentarian-
ism, yet unable to provide development and modernization at a time when it was actively
using similar rhetoric of development to consolidate its power while hanging on to a pre-
modern mode of power. This change in how political culture and power was perceived
constituted a powerful motive for revolution.
As an example of this, Stacy Pigg’s (1993) fieldwork in rural Nepal shows how by late
1980’s villagers in Nepal began to understand themselves in the terms of the rhetoric em-
ployed by both the regime and the international development agents. The villagers had
internalized ideas about what constituted as obstacles to development. They reasoned that
their “backwardness” — lack of education, traditional lifestyle and ignorance of develop-
ment resources— had to be at fault. Defects within the development programs themselves
were rarely considered and the failure to achieve development was placed on the shoulders
of the village communities. In return, the villagers considered themselves scammed by
the local panchayati politicians and strongmen who employed chakari and afno manchhe
to gain personal rewards from development projects. These practices which previously
had been acknowledged as morally appropriate, now made the villagers feel that they
were being excluded from development and other “fruits” of modernization. While the
political intellectuals had been voicing opposition to patrimonialism since the 1950’s, it
took the Western-derived critique of corruption and the visibility of uneven development
to make the Nepalese people act on the discrepancies between the proclaimed gains of
development and the realities they experienced. Consequently, even the normally quiet
people in the hills began to protest (Adhikary, 1995, p. 14).
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The desires for social change came to be articulated through a Western discourse of
democracy. The Nepalis calling for a revolution wanted to replace the traditional mode
of power with an impartial system, or as Kondos (1987, p. 25) puts it: “an adminis-
tration based on the notion of rationality as theorized by Weber and which is generally
seen to characterize administrations in contemporary Western societies.” Yet at the same
time there existed a discourse suspicious of Western hegemony: many of the intellectu-
als involved in the leadership of the movement fought for a democracy different from
the West — one that would retain a distinctively Nepalese cultural foundation. Although
traditional practices of favoritism and partiality were now seen as enemies of progress,
Nepalese culture was considered to be something that could be preserved and isolated
from such harmful elements. These reformers hoped that after the revolution the sacred
and moral duty and the unique national character of the Nepalese people could be retained
once modernity had been brought forth. Multiparty democracy (bahadul prajatantra)
would fuse together rational social process and the unique and morally rich Nepali cul-
ture, delivering the Nepalese people from corruption and poverty, and ushering forth true
development. Interestingly, this movement for democracy was not aimed at eliminating
a colonial “other” but was instead driven by a need to annihilate and replace what was
considered to be a repressive system of its own making. (Adams, 1998, p. 56-58).
In the countryside this was a movement to end poverty and social inequality, while the
urban and educated Nepalis considered it a struggle for freedom of political expression.
Spearheading the People’s Movement were the outlawed political parties from the right
(Nepali Congress), the left (United Left Front) and other civil society activists. The goals
of these three actors, representing Nepalis from both the rural and urban communities,
were tied together by the paramount desire to eradicate what they perceived as corruption.
Educated Nepalis from all around the country craved for a system in which performance
was more important than patronage, and given the popular internalization of the idea that
certain traditional Nepali ways of doing things were corrupt, the revolution made sense.
Despite a show of force including the detention and beating of demonstrators and empty-
ing government coffers to pay off villagers in order to mobilize mass support, the govern-
ment collapsed in seven weeks. On April 6th 1990 a massive demonstration initiated by
tens of thousands of Jyapu peasant women armed with farming tools began marching on
the capital. On the way to the palace the women, now joined by thousands of people, were
fired upon with automatic weapons by a group of soldiers, leaving some 150 people dead.
After three days of standstill the leadership of the Left Front-Nepali Congress Alliance
reached a compromise with the King, who promised Nepal a new constitution. It was
signed on 9th of April. Participation in politics through party membership was legalized
and a multi-party interim government consisting of representatives from the Congress,
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Left Front and the palace was formed. The new constitution, based on a Westminster-
type parliamentary model with the king serving as the constitutional head of state, was
promulgated on November 9th. Nepali Congress won the following elections in May
1991. Although Nepal was now entering a new constitutional era in its history, many felt
that the compromise between the king and the political parties had once again sold out
the revolution (Mikesell, 1999, p. 102).
In my interpretation the movement of 1990 was another attempt at wresting state control
from authoritarian forces to the society at large. It succeeded partially by restructuring
the system through implementation of new formal institutions that allowed for inclusive-
ness, recognition of political and human rights, and the freedom of political expression.
On the other hand, the political transformation gave rise to a new kind of political insta-
bility that had its origin in the Panchayat era struggle between the traditional modes of
power and development-influenced democracy rhetoric. At the center of everything had
been the fundamental dilemma brought about by development discourse and articulated
in terms of Nepali identity structures: whether Nepalis of the post-revolutionary period
should embrace the collectivism that nurtures social equality, or resist it on the basis of
how such social relations lead into familism, favoritism and aphno manche. Many Nepali
intellectuals of the time (Parajuli, 1992, Bista, 1991) were convinced that more egalitar-
ian and collective forms of livelihood did not have to be imported from abroad; that they
were present in “authentic” Nepali culture which could be retained in a democratic system
without having to do with “detrimental” practices such as chakari and afno manchhe. As
Adams (1998, p. 64) points out, this standpoint presents us with paradoxes, characterized
by the idea that democracy is an outgrowth of the rational and objective rather than cul-
tural principles. Likewise, the desire to see an end to traditions disruptive to modernity
without undermining the institutions of family, caste and reciprocity is very problematic.
The fact that Nepal was never colonized may have contributed to the belief that democ-
racy and development are acultural, neutral and technical instruments but this explanation
leaves much to be desired. Be that as it may, I argue that this untenable position influenced
the way political sphere came to be restructured after the revolution and contradicted any
later attempts to “democratize” the political culture. The major development that occurred
during the 1990’s was that social affiliation between individuals changed into wider poli-
tics of affiliations which ensured that partiality was still the operative mode of social life.
However, instead of being limited to family, caste or aphno manche groups, these affil-
iations now extended to profession, class, ethnic group and the parties. Political party
membership became a new base for obtaining aphno manche advantage. Therefore, be-
cause of the post-revolutionary society’s rejection of these new neopatrimonial networks,
politics in Nepal became, in short, “dirty”.
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3.4 The Persistance and Breakdowns of Nepalese Democracy
In this chapter I presented an overview of the key political developments in the history
of the Nepali polity from its beginnings as a territorially consolidated entity in the 18th
century, all the way through the short-lived return of multiparty politics in the 1950s,
to the “spring awakening” of 1990. I believe it is necessary to consider these structural
changes in the overall historical context of Nepal, including transformation in the modes
and relations of power, in order to understand their significance for Nepali politics in
the post-revolutionary phase of 1990s and the subsequent republican contemporary era.
The Nepali state had its origins as a unified but a multiethnic state administered through
Hindu rule and local customary law that upheld a socio-moral order embedded with sa-
cred dharma and the institution of kingship. This hierarchical state structure was later
recaptured by the Rana oligarchy, whose regressive rule was characterized by its endorse-
ment of Hindu hegemony, and highly extractive and patrimonial state structure. During
their century of rule the country became economically and socially destabilized while any
modernist aspirations for democratic reforms were brutally repressed. It was during the
Rana era when instruments of power and statecraft associated with the Hindu monarchy
became deep-seated in Nepali consciousness and the social superstructural linkages based
on family, reciprocity and patronage relations solidified in the form of a social nexus that
tied all power to the royal palace.
Finally in 1951, political activists and party leaders joined forces with king Tribhuvan to
dispose of the Ranas. This movement for democracy ended with the “Delhi Compromise”
when the Indian leaders stepped in to negotiate a truce between the competing sides of the
conflict. The Shah dynasty was returned to power and as Mikesell (1999) has argued, state
power was shifted over from one family of the old regime to another. This was a reform
through transaction, a bridging of the old and the new that heralds a less restricted democ-
racy but one where the old elite retain power and use it to impose rules that undermine
democratization (Kantha, 2010, p. 60). While both trends of retrogession and progres-
sion took place simultaneously, the failure to institutionalize democracy and atrophy of
the political process hindered any efforts at consolidating democracy further. Three types
of political culture interplayed during this time: traditional authoritarian, feudalistic, and
a mixture of liberal and left-oriented. Through this conflict between modernity and tradi-
tion, a new mode of power developed with the implementation of the Panchayat system.
This mode, at first, was a continuation of the traditional socio-moral universe in which
the center was the Hindu monarch who represented the state and to whom the Nepalese
people were connected through a sacred sense of duty. This duty was institutionalized in
everyday actions of patronage, reciprocity and family favouritism. To be a loyal citizen
meant being involved in actions of reciprocity and obligations to other Nepalis that in a
41
religious sense converged with this sacred duty to the king.
However, by the late 1980’s, the rise of Western development and democracy discourse
put the traditional Nepalese normative model of patrimonialism under scrutiny. The Pan-
chayat system had openly advocated a discourse of development in order to consolidate
its power but as the Nepalese people slowly began to aspire to modernity, they became
aware of their own backwardness and quickly began to question the non-modern social-
nexus based practices of power. Subsequently, the regime that symbolized the use of
such practices became to be perceived as corrupt. Following Eklof (2004) and Friedman
(1998), I argue that the prevailing mode of power began to crumble as the meaning it had
attributed to the political culture and the patrimonial system as whole could no longer
be hegemonically maintained. With its coherence lost, the hierarchical structure became
open to interpretation and allowed the traditional mode of power to be interpreted through
Western democratic discourse. This paved the way for the revolution, in which multiple
voices, often paradoxically aligned, contested the form of post-revolutionary Nepal. Un-
fortunately the high expectations of the “spring awakening” of 1990 would later turn into
deep disappointments as it became evident that the historical structures and the orientation
of the political leaders prevented the materialization of “deep democratic” institutions.
This leads us to the second part of this thesis in which I discuss contemporary Nepali
politics in light of these past political developments. I will consider how the interplay
between patrimonial political culture and the new democratic institutions has contributed
to political instability and continuation of the past under new constellations of power.
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4 Democratic Imagination in the New Nepal
First, in this chapter I will shortly trace the consequences of the 1990 movement against
the established ethos of absolute monarchical rule and then assess how the Nepalese have
conceptualized the term ‘democracy’ since it came to capture the popular imagination in
the 1950s. Then, comparing data from my fieldwork and the results of Citizen Survey
2013 on the state of democracy, I illustrate contemporary attitudes towards Nepalese pol-
itics. My intention is to shortly but accurately depict the present political stalemate in
Nepal and expose how political parties are aggravating the constitutional crisis. Further-
more, I consider how the failure of the 1st Constituent Assembly and the latest elections
have been received by the Nepalese people.
Although the post-revolutionary political system between 1990 and 2002 was parliamen-
tary, most of the central power remained with the cabinet. At the same time the bureau-
cracy was politicized through ruling party interference and the bureaucrats became more
loyal to central authorities than responsive and accountable to local needs and aspirations
of ordinary Nepalis. Power abuse, corruption and politicization of similar organs of the
state and the police became pervasive. This culture of impunity was popularly described
as Congressikaran whenever Nepali Congress was involved, or Amalekaran in the case
of the Communist party of Nepal (United Marxist-Leninist). Both the appointment and
promotion of bureaucrats and police officers, and that of political cadres to public cor-
porations and other influential public offices, were the result of complex informal (afno
manchhe) networks within and between the ruling parties. These activities were gener-
ally considered to undermine the morale of the administration, increase nepotism, erode
meritocracy and effectively undermine the law. (Baxter, 2002, p. 390-392).
Political instability became endemic to Nepal; twelve governments were formed between
1990 and 2002, on average one government per yet. Rapid changes in the government
tended to disrupt policy formulation and implementation, as politicians had little time and
energy to devote to formulating new policies for development of the country. In other
words, the Nepali political establishment floundered in its attempts to both consolidate on
the democratic gains made during the 1990 revolution and revitalize the nation.
The backlash began in 1996 in the form of a Maoist insurgency. It was the beginning of
a decade-long civil war between the military and the steadily growing number of Maoist
rebels. This conflict disrupted the majority of rural development activities, internally dis-
placed estimated 10,000 to 150,000 people and left more than 13,000 dead in its wake
(Nepal Conflict Report 2012). In the midst of the confusion King Gyanendra suspended
the constitution and assumed full control of the government in 2005. In retaliation, politi-
cal parties, civil society organizations and trade unions joined together in 2006 for one last
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decisive movement for finishing off the monarchy. It became referred to as the Rhodo-
dendron revolution or the second people’s movement (Jana Andolan II). The opposition
proved to be successful in pressuring the king to restore democracy. In another fortunate
development the political parties and the Maoists agreed to sign the comprehensive peace
agreement, which brought the Maoists into the mainstream. Finally in 2008 Nepal was
declared a secular republic and the elections for a Constituent Assembly were declared.
As I noted in chapter 2, democratization is a complex process with each country having
to travel its own particular path toward consolidation and deepening of democracy. Al-
though Nepal has been taking the necessary steps since the collapse of the Rana regime in
the 1950s — with the abolishment of monarchy in 2008 being a major achievement —-
many obstacles remain. In the earlier chapters I discussed Nepal’s historical structures
and modes of power in depth. It is my belief that this understanding of Nepal’s historical
context will benefit any attempt to make sense of its current developments. The major po-
litical upheavals that followed the 1990’s: an armed rebellion, disruption and restoration
of democracy and the transformation from a monarchy to a republic, were all influenced
equally by both the previous power relations and the aspirations of contemporary actors.
Having looked back at the historical context, we can now focus on the present and on how
political culture is being reproduced under the new democratic state institutions and con-
stellations of power in the so called "New Nepal.” In order to understand what this means
for Nepali democracy, I am posing the critical question: "what is happening politically?"
The main issue here is to understand how regardless of Nepal’s recent impressive polit-
ical developments, such as the integration of the Maoists insurgents into the mainstream
and the collective push towards multiparty democracy, it has become obvious that the po-
litical parties that had united against the monarchy are collectively failing to keep their
promises. Above all, the political parties have been struggling to fulfill the objectives of
the 2006 revolution — promulgation of a constitution, completion of the peace process,
federalization of the republic in order to ensure both inclusiveness and empowerment of
all people, notably, the ethnic groups, the Dalit, women, the Madhesi and other deprived
sections of society (Baral, 2012, p. 22). When the 1st Constituent Assembly was dissolved
in 2012 after four years and four governments without having delivered a constitution, it
sent ripples of outrage throughout the Nepalese society. Bishnu Rimal, who I interviewed
in February 2014, was a CA member in 2012. We discussed the post-revolutionary period
on which he had recently written an article. In it, he wrote how:
The Nepali people now find themselves at the crossroads of hope and despair,
with the color of hope fading each passing day (Rimal, 2013, p. 12).
This aptly describes the atmosphere in Kathmandu at the time of my fieldwork and the
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experience of the majority of Nepalese people I interviewed during my stay.
4.1 How Democracy is Conceptualized in Nepal?
There is no universal conception of “democracy” that would exist independent of context
but rather it is understood and practiced differently in different times and places. More
than just a representative form of government, it may exist in various forms with various
degrees and dimensions, while the ideals and practices associated with it may change
(Suresh, 2013, p. 133). Therefore studying democracy in its totality easily becomes
illusive and instead one should focus on some aspects of democracy in a specific context.
Having laid the historical framework in the prior chapter, we now continue this thesis
with the assumption that democracy is studied best in a specific ethnographic context and
that the context is always influenced by historical structures to a considerable degree. I
will now review some of the different ways the Nepalese have conceptualized democracy
in different political contexts. After that I will analyze the contemporary attitudes of
Nepali’s towards their government, everyday politics and of course, democracy. I hope to
provide a frame of reference for the discussion of contemporary Nepalese political culture
that follows later in the thesis.
Three major historical processes have had a far reaching impact on the formation of the
Nepalese idea of democracy. Firstly, the notion of liberal democracy, transported over
when several aspiring Nepali politicians were exposed to its inherent ideas during the rise
of the nationalist movement in India. The second was the emergence of leftist ideology
and the translation of the Communist Manifesto in early 1950’s. Thirdly, the 30 year
appropriation of democracy by the Panchayat administration which proved that claims
to pursue universal democratic ideals can in practice justify antidemocratic ends through
democratic means. (Bhattarai, 2003, p. 24-29).
In his recent article on Nepali democracy (or rather, democracies), anthropologist Suresh
Dhakal (2013) writes how for the average Nepalese person the term democracy proba-
bly has little meaning independent of the context. The way people are likely to define
it depends on a variety factors such as class, caste, ethnicity, and geography. Generally
speaking however, Dhakal asserts that within recent Nepali history the term democracy
has been employed in a twofold fashion where it has either opposed certain types of
regimes or used to legitimize them. For instance, toward the end of the Rana rule in the
first half of the 20th century, democracy was conceptualized as something antithetical to
the Rana regime. Following the fall of the Ranas in the 1950s, prajatantra (“rule by the
subjects”) meant first and foremost the freedom of speech and political organization. It
also maintained an anti-communist essence. After King Mahendra banned all the political
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parties and established the Panchayat system, what was called the ‘panchayat democracy’
began to be solicited by the government. Its proponents did not consider it a dismissal
of democracy but instead a form of guided democracy that rejected the Western model
of liberal democracy. However, the popular sentiment throughout the period until the
1990 revolution maintained that ‘democracy’ stood in opposition to the Panchayat gov-
ernance; those (non-communists) who protested against government were recognized as
prajatantrabadi (democrats) by the public. (Suresh, 2013, p. 146-150).
When one considers sweeping macro-level processes such as democratization, one should
keep in mind that that they are subject to a series of local level developments through
which democracy and practices associated with it become legitimized and internalized in
the popular consciousness. Anthropologist Lucia Michelutti (2007) calls this process ‘the
vernacularization of democratic politics.’ By this she refers to the ways in which values
and practices of democracy become embedded in certain existing cultural and social prac-
tices, and in the process takes root in the consciousness of ordinary people. Paralleling
my argument, Michelutti makes the case that local idioms of caste, kingship, kinship,
religion and politics (‘the vernacular’) inform popular perceptions of the political sphere
and that the democratic process then in turn shapes this vernacular. For instance, while
the Panchayat system was responsible for centralizing power despite promising to do the
opposite, by appealing to rule by traditional village councils, the panchas, it nevertheless
played a role in making democracy part of the Nepalese political imagination. The coun-
cils were framed as a democratic alternative to liberal democracy. Subsequently, the role
of community leaders in deciding one’s vote in Nepal is still discernible.
According to Dhakal (2013), after the first people’s movement brought parliamentary pol-
itics back to the forefront of Nepalese politics in 1990, democracy became to be under-
stood as a space where a number of political groups with different ideological orientations
came together seeking to contest each other. You could even say that several democracies
existed at the time. The Nepali Congress championed social democracy whilst the Com-
munist Party of Nepal (UML) promoted what they referred to as “people’s multi-party
democracy” (Janata ko bahudaliya janabad). The revolutionary Maoists who rejected
the multiparty democratic model as a bourgeois institution claimed to be fighting for ‘the
New People’s Democracy.’ Eventually the Nepalese society adopted the term loktantra
(translated as “people’s democracy”) that connoted the collective aspiration of all the ma-
jor political parties for the establishment of a democratic polity and along with it, ending
the armed conflict. Since Nepal was declared a republic in 2008, the term has become
commonplace, e.g. April 24th is known as the ‘Loktantra Day’.
In the beginning of my fieldwork period I became aware of these different ways democ-
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racy can be framed when in December 2014 I attended a national workshop on “Or-
ganizing Strategy & Planning for the Finance Sector” at Hotel Mountain in downtown
Kathmandu. All the participants were from different banking, insurance and financial in-
stitutions and the goal of the workshop was to plan for the future. In the key presentation
by Jayasri Priyalal, Director for UNI-APRO Finance, he congratulated FIEUN for (Fi-
nancial Institute Employees Union of Nepal) on their success in organizing the working
force. While elsewhere political parties have incapacitated trade unions, here in Nepal
it hasn’t happened because, he said, the Nepalese trade unions "believe in democracy".
In his presentation, Jaya juxtaposed Western representative democracy with Asian par-
ticipatory democracy. According to him, during the industrial revolution most of the
population in Europe were poor and lacked education, and therefore gave up their right to
decision-making by nominating representatives. Au contraire, in participatory democracy
everyone can have a say: today, through media, communication and the widespread use
of cell phones, people are supplied with not only information but the means to participate
in the democratic process and make a difference in their lives — this too can take place in
Nepal.
Next, he elaborated on how South Asia has had a rich civilization running thousands of
years with a variety of examples of participatory democracy. In this way he made the point
that in South Asia there already has been a historical — if not primordial — orientation
towards more egalitarian decision-making. He discussed Siddartha Gautama’s teachings
on leadership and the Hindu rajdharma — the duty of the rulers, which is intrinsically
entwined with the concept of bravery and dharma. This next quote from him summarizes
the way cultural considerations and traditional modes of power are explicitly expressed in
the debate surrounding democracy in South Asia.
We’ve had a rich cultural political system with artifacts still up and running
that were built 2500 years ago. Irrigation tanks perfectly working. There was
no foreign investment there. The king had to provide the capital and the water
for the farmers. The working capital was rain. Every monsoon the king had
to build tanks and store the rainwater. Farmers had the crops, the king had
the granary and the temples played a middleman’s role for profit... but they
all shared. In spare time they created artifacts, temples, all that. It was not
slave labour in this part of the world. . . because everybody contributed —
they got something in return. They had a very good lifestyle. They did not
have TV or radio, but they had their own system. Let’s not get confused. I am
not against democracy, do not be mistaken — but the system of democracy
what you will use must be chosen carefully. Out of the countries that have
reduced inequality, China comes first. There is no multiparty democracy, but
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one party that has helped 350 million people out of poverty. In many other
countries where you have democracy poverty has increased. When you look
at your political system, look it at from a political and cultural angle.
He emphasized the role of trade unions in thinking alternatives that can create social
change for the better. The people are not a commodity; they need basic rights and the
unions need to bring these rights to the informal sector and migrant workers by sharing
resources and sharing the risk. He believed collectivity and collective-bargaining are the
key to the restoration of basic rights, social security and education. According to Jaya,
the politicians are confused and deplore and infringe people’s rights because they see no
alternatives. Trade unions can direct them in new directions but to do this, they need to
be the ‘head’ instead of the ‘tail’ in politics — assume a leading position in the republic.
4.2 Authoritarian Pasts, Democratic Futures
How then specifically is this young, pluralist and elusive loktantra conceived? An exten-
sive study conducted in the aftermath of the dissolution of the 1st Constituent Assembly,
the Citizen Survey Report 20135 shows a change in public opinion towards democracy.
The results are similar to my own findings and I have used the survey data to support
my argument. I will present some of the relevant data in the form of simple but useful
charts that illustrate contemporary Nepali attitudes towards issues pertaining to the demo-
cratic transition. I’ll begin with the results of the open-ended question about how people
understood the notion of democracy.
In the 2013 survey the category principles of democracy received the highest response
(45%), having increased steadily from 2004 when only 15% of the respondents had as-
sociated it with democracy. Meanwhile people no longer related democracy that strongly
with values such as freedom, equality or liberty (26%, down from 37% in 2004). Ad-
ditionally, between 2007 (25%) and 2013 (7%) there was a drastic drop in associating
5A Nepali team of the State of Democracy in South Asia network — in collaboration with International
Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance — has conducted a three part cross section citizen survey
on the State of Democracy in Nepal. The first round was conducted in August-September 2004, the second,
in March-April 2007 and finally the third, in April-May 2013. All three used the same sampling model. The
latest data comes from the 2013 survey where the sample group was selected from 162 polling stations in 41
parliamentary constituencies spread over 40 out of the 75 districts in Nepal. The sample area is spread across
all development regions in Nepal. A total of 3,850 respondents, selected from the updated voter list prepared
by the Election Commission of Nepal, were interviewed for the survey. Sample respondents included males
(48%) and females (53%); rural (86%) and urban (14%); and the illiterate (37%) and literate/educated
(63%) and were aged 18-30 (23%), 31-45 years (28%), 46-59 years (29%) and 60+ years (21%). In terms
of caste or ethnicity, the respondents consisted of hill castes (35%), Janajatis (ethnic minorities) both from
the hills and the Terai (39%), Dalits from both the hills and Madhesh (11%), and Madheshis (not including
Dalits or Janajatis) including Muslims (14%).
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democracy with its institutional processes. This is telling of a growth in people’s under-
standing of democracy as exemplified by democratic principles (defined as periodic elec-
tions, the multiparty system, rule of law, separation of powers, an independent judiciary,
fundamental rights, popular sovereignty, and so forth). It is apparent that this is a result
of the political developments that took place during the 9 year span of the three surveys.
Notwithstanding the formation of the republic, the most important of these was the disso-
lution of the 1st Constitutional Assembly on May 2012. It set the gloomy atmosphere for
the pre-election period in which the latest 2013 survey was conducted.
Interpreting these responses in light of my interview data shows that the respondents likely
emphasized democratic principles simply because many of them were noticeably missing
at the time. The government was being led by Khil Raj Regmi, the Chief of Justice and the
de facto prime minister, while bureaucrats occupied ministerial positions. Although it had
been intended as a temporary solution, this was a clear violation of the principle of sep-
aration of powers. Additionally, many had been skeptical about the upcoming elections
happening in November 2013 as the parties had recently been particularly busy bickering
with each other. Back in 2007 the Nepalese people had believed that the new institutions
led by their soon-to-be-elected representatives would be able to address their problems
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and draft a working constitution. Accordingly, the termination of the 1st CA was a ma-
jor catastrophe which deteriorated Nepalese citizens’ trust in democratic institutions as
whole. If you add to this the fact that no government had lasted more than two years since
1991, it is not hard to understand why the people had grown disillusioned with the way
democracy was being implemented. There was a huge gap between how they understood
democracy and the way it was currently working in Nepal.
However, this should not be taken as a sign that the Nepalese had begun to prefer some
different system of government. While 53% of interviewees continued to consider democ-
racy to be the preferred from of government in all circumstances (down from 67% in the
2007 survey), 94% of them supported a system ruled by people’s elected representatives.
The decrease, along with the proportion of indifferent people increasing from 28% in
2007 to 36% in 2013, is likely explained by the change in context. As iterated before,
people in 2007 were considerably more optimistic about the transition period (follow-
ing the success of the democracy movement and the signing of the comprehensive peace
agreement) than after the six years of political instability that followed.
A lawyer I interviewed elaborated on this topic. He told me that he had been dedicated to
democracy since a young age and due to his education, had always understood his rights
as a citizen. This prompted him to become active in the people’s movement against the
king in 2005 despite being employed as a civil servant at the time. According to him the
Nepalese care about the things democracy gives: an open system where one is allowed to
participate and belong. He iterates,
Now that the world has become a global village where instant communication
is possible, it is no longer possible to limit people, to put them under custody.
In the modern age democracy is inevitable, human rights are inevitable, they
cannot be denied. [emphasis mine]
He, like many of my informants, did not care which political powers rise to power as
long as it happens according to due democratic process. Elaborating on his belief that
democracy produces the best results he used my sweater as an allegory: if the tailor who
makes one is capable and good at what he does, the end product will be better. Democracy,
he believed, is a better process than any of the alternatives and therefore the results that it
produces are automatically better.
Confirmed by both the responses to survey and my interview questions, any apparent
decrease in support for democracy should not be interpreted as a fall in the Nepali people’s
commitment to democracy per se, but simply a reflection of people’s increasing frustration
with the way democracy has been applied by political actors in the transitional process.
Consequently, when the respondents were asked to evaluate the state of democracy in
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Nepal at present, in the past (ten years before) and in the future (ten years from now),
they answered subsequently:
Compared to the 47% who assessed the opposite, only a minority (17%) of respondents
perceived the present situation to be democratic. While this was a significant improve-
ment over people’s perceptions in 2004 when King Gyanendra had assumed all executive
powers (72% undemocratic), it still shows an alarming lack of trust in the quality and
stability of Nepal’s fledgling democracy. Interestingly, the majority (64%) remained op-
timistic that the republic will become more democratic in the future — an attitude also
expressed by many of my middle-class informants. Based on my interviews, principally
this confidence seemed to emerge from the renewed hope that the results of the latest CA
elections would straighten things out. One union representative, scornful of the ineptitude
of the political parties, told me: “Now they’ll have to do it [write the constitution], they
know the people are watching.”
Anthropology offers an ideal point of departure for radical rethinking of democratization
theories and interpreting this kind of survey data. It offers the means to enter and un-
derstand worlds (such as everyday politics of a democratic state) in a way more formal
methodologies struggle to do. (Michelutti, 2007, p. 639).
4.3 Political Parties, Contentious Politics and the Dissolution of the
1st Constituent Assembly
The frustration of the Nepali people is being increasingly directed towards the politi-
cal parties that are believed to actively mishandle the polity and obstruct the democratic
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reforms with their inability to reach consensus on critical issues, namely, writing the con-
stitution. Albeit the disaggregated data reveals that the people most satisfied with the state
of affairs were respondents who affiliated themselves with a political party (29%), trust in
political parties in general was at an all-time low (36%, Citizen Survey 2013).
Trust in political parties had dropped down from 53% and 57% in 2004 and 2007 respec-
tively, to mere 36% in 2013. Responses to a separate question revealed that more than
two-thirds (69%) of the respondents were dissatisfied with the performance of the political
parties. Unsurprisingly, nearly two-thirds of those who affiliated themselves with a po-
litical party rated the performance of the political parties as good irrespectively of which
party they were affiliated with. The disadvantaged and politically less aware sections of
society had greater sympathy for the political parties than the dominant groups, such as
the hill high castes. This is supported by the disposition of the same disadvantaged sam-
ple groups (women, illiterate, the rural poor, Janjatis and Dalits) who seem to be more
satisfied with the transition process than their urban, educated and economically better
off counterparts. Considering the background of my informants, I suspect this critical
attitude of the urban middle-class is also reflected in this thesis.
This deep mistrust, I argue, emanates from the contemporary Nepali political culture that
is characterized by contentious politics; a continuous political struggle over power-sharing
and the use of disruptive measures to make a political point or change government pol-
icy. When accountability seems nowhere to be found and partisan, intraparty and per-
sonal conflicts are fueled by conflicting ideologies and favoritism, governmental instabil-
ity tends to follow. Since the historical shift from social affiliations between individuals
to politics of affiliation, excessive polarization of politics has threatened to overwhelm the
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country and created deep cleavages between different sectors of society. When enquired
about this, an acquaintance of mine who had been involved in capacity building for the
trade unions and therefore had extensive experience in coordinating joint action, replied:
“[politicization] in itself is not the problem. The problem is our complete inability to re-
solve these conflicts.”
During my stay in Kathmandu I witnessed on several occasions how the government
formation process was slowed down due to individual actors turning procedure formali-
ties into petty rivalries, for instance, whether the first CA meeting should be called into
meeting by the President or by the Chairman of the Interim Council of Ministers. This
particular incident escalated all the way up to the Supreme Court before being resolved.
Another prominent facet of this kind of dysfunctional politics is the political parties’ ten-
dency to undermine democratic institutions through abuse of legal technicalities or simply
by brute force. A case in point is the 1st Constitutional Assembly’s dissolution in May
2012 and the debate on federalism that preceded it. It serves as an example of the manner
by which the political elite tends to waive democratic decision-making aside.
In general, those in Nepal who favor an autonomy-enhancing federal scheme believe that
it helps to relieve ethnic tensions by allowing historically excluded groups a measure of
self-government and symbolic recognition in matters of culture, language and religion,
within the framework of the larger multination-state (Lawoti, 2014, p. 139). The Madhesi
parties, the Maoists and indigenous nationalities were originally pushing for a fourteen
province model with decentralized autonomy arrangements for various identity groups at
both the provincial and sub-provincial levels. Despite the fact that more than half of the
world’s federal countries have nine or more provinces, the Nepali Congress and CPN-
UML opposed the model and argued that having many small provinces would not be
viable in Nepal. Having fewer and larger provinces would have two major ramifications
that the leadership of both NC and CPN-UML preferred: it would deny the autonomy to
multiple marginal groups and allow upper-caste hill Hindus (31% of total populace) to
form a majority or at least a plurality in most if not all provinces, in addition to being the
dominant group at the center of the political arena (Ibid., 135-146).
Following this impasse, the democratic procedure for resolving the issue was discarded
on multiple occasions to make way for power-plays and closer-door deals. First, the top
political leaders refused to form what was called the State Restructuring Commission
(SRC). The SRC had been mandated by the interim constitution and its function was to
give expert advice to a key Constituent Assembly committee tasked with investigating a
potential federal model. The committee, now forced to deliberate and carry out consul-
tations without SRC guidance, still ended up recommending a fourteen province federal
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scheme. Nepali Congress and CPN-UML decided to ignore this recommendation right
away. Next, in a farcical move, the “democratic” leaders double backed and suddenly
insisted on forming the SRC although the need for it had already passed. It was sug-
gested that there had been covert plan by the NC and CPN-UML leaders to undermine
the federal committee’s recommendation through the newly formed SRC. This however
backfired horribly when the State Restructuring Commission too endorsed an autonomy-
facilitating federal arrangement by two-thirds majority (admittedly with eleven instead of
fourteen provinces).
The blatant contempt for democratic norms continued when the top leadership of Nepali
Congress, CPN-UML, the Maoists (who had switched sides) – all of them male and high-
caste hill Hindus, attempted to bypass the Constituent Assembly committees through
back-door deals that would have left the proponents of identity-based federalismmarginal-
ized and powerless. The final nail in the coffin was struck when the federal model failed
to be put to vote although more than two-thirds of the CA members now favored identity-
based federalism as the preferred model for the Nepali polity. Ultimately, the leaders of
the three major parties manipulated the process to avoid the vote on the federal question
by refusing to call a session of the Constituent Assembly until it was set to expire (La-
woti, 2014, p. 137). After four years of squabbling, the political parties failed to settle
the federal issue and deliver a constitution, and were now forced to appeal to the Supreme
Court to extend the CA’s tenure for the fifth time. Instead, the Court ruled that any fur-
ther extension would be unconstitutional and that the politicians would have to seek a
fresh mandate from the people. The Constituent Assembly was dissolved and Nepal’s
politicians became more unpopular than ever.
Citizen Survey Report (2013) on this topic is revealing in how it shows that despite the
politicians, experts and the media’s active efforts to portray the failure of 1st CA as the
outcome of a rational political process over federalism, only a small percentage of respon-
dents (6%) agreed:
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I discussed this issue during my interviews. Most of my respondents were upper-caste
hill Hindus and often opposed to identity-based federalism to some degree (which they
referred to as “ethnicity based federalism”), yet almost all agreed that there was a rift
between their party leaders’ pro-democratic rhetoric and the reality of their actions. They
felt that these displays of contempt for democratic norms have several consequences,
among them the rendering of the elected CA’s representative character meaningless and
the threatening subversion of Nepalese democracy. Based on my fieldwork data and the
survey results, I conclude that the majority of Nepalese people identified the failure of the
CA to be the direct fault of the political parties in the form of power struggles and internal
division instead of any institutional difficulty in settling a contentious political matter. At
a time when Nepal is in dire need of consolidation and deepening of democratic practices,
the duplicity of Nepal’s politicians only contributes to the growing frustration of Nepali
people and disillusionment with the system. Despite the popular support for democratic
principles, this frustration is likely to continue to diminish people’s faith in multiparty
parliamentary politics, similar to the mid-1990’s when the weak performance of govern-
mental bodies and political leaders spurred parts of the population to embark upon an
alternative line of political transition in the form of the Maoist insurgency (Prayoush,
2004, p. 136-151). I am not suggesting that Nepal is likely to fall victim to another armed
conflict but that the weakening confidence in the system is likely to increase the desir-
ability of more autocratic forms of governance and contribute to further governmental
instability.
Both the research data and related academic literature (Bhatta, 1999, Pfaff-Czarnecka,
2004, Lawoti, 2014, Baral, 2012, Adams, 1998) suggests that one of the key issues in
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Nepal is the lack of strong institutions. The current Constituent Assembly like its prede-
cessors, is a weak entity. When public-policy formation is struggling, politics have the
tendency to spill out into the streets. Although bandhs6, strikes and traffic blockades were
much more frequent during the insurgency, they continue to disrupt normal daily life and
cause public damage. The distinct lack of institutionalization in the political parties is
plain to see in the manner that most major political decisions continue to be made by the
leaders at the party headquarters instead of public debate. Party rules are being frequently
ignored and intraparty democracy undermined by not holding regular conventions, even
when legitimately asked for by dissenting factions (Lawoti, 2007, p. 11) Revival of the
High Level Political Committee (HLPC) late 2014 shows little change in this trend. Fur-
thermore, appointments to party offices and candidates for elections are selected by the
leaders on the basis of personal loyalty and afno manchhe relations. Although things have
somewhat improved from the 1990s when party leaders used to nominate at least half of
the central committee members (many of whom were relatives or belonged to the same
caste), this practice of favoritism persists. The institutional deficit is further exaggerated
by the relative weakness of the media and civil society in balancing the situation. Political
organizations and CSOs are often more or less aligned with one political party or another
as political loyalty and affiliation seems to pay off more than independence.
During union workshops there were often heated discussions by union representatives on
whether the trade unions should be political in nature or not. The main question that
was raised was that isn’t trade union work is always political? However, while the union
leadership often has personal ties to the political parties, grassroots level does not. The
union leadership was arguing that in order to influence government policies they simply
have to act through the political parties, a view that was somewhat contested. Laxmi, a
vocal female union activist later elaborated to me on this position of trade unions vis-a-
vis the political parties. She told me that the unions are affiliated with political parties
mainly due to their need for protection against political rivals, something that she did
not consider to be particularly healthy. She, along with many of her collegues, equated
this with racketeering. However, Laxmi also acknowledged that in order to truly create
change, the unions need have some kind of a connection with those in power. While she
expressed some optimism at the fact that some of her leadership would now have influence
on national politics because of the electoral success of her union’s parent political party,
the Nepali Congress, her words in general reflected great disdain for the “dirty games”
that the politicians have been involved with. I was left with the impression that the word
‘politics’ itself is tarnished and that it stands for much of what is currently considered to
be at fault in Nepalese society. According to her, although people are negatively inclined
6Bandh, originally a Hindi word meaning "closed", is a form of protest used by political activists in
South Asian countries. During a bandh, a political party or a community declares a general strike.
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towards politics, they understand that politicians are unfortunately needed to “get things
done.” By the end of the interview she lamented the fact that if only there were more
young politicians who could be considered to be doing ‘good’ for the Nepalese people,
then perhaps everyone might get excited about politics again.
4.4 Old Values, New Obstacles
Having now reviewed the survey data and compared it to my own observations, the main
point then emerging in Nepali politics is the inability of its politicians to produce good
policies because of 1) lack of institutionalization, 2) contentious and demeaning nature
of party politics, and 3) lack of consensus among parties. As we’ve seen, the Nepalese
governing elite has a tendency to centralize power both at the national and local level.
Unfortunately, the power of the political parties does not reside in their ability to formulate
the aforementioned policies or in building a more inclusive agenda, but rather in their
monopoly over governmental and formal power, and their ability to avoid being held
accountable by citizens and the civil society (Lawoti, 2007, p.10).
This culture of impunity is maintained by a patronage system that is rooted in 19th century
Rana traditions. Within this system the local elites develop a patronage cluster for provid-
ing socioeconomic support and protection at the local level. This often involves abusing
state resources or misappropriation of development funds. To reinforce their position,
these local politicians seek to please their patrons at the national level, who in return are
looking for support in local bases (Scott, 1972). Subsequently during this process local
party organizations get obliterated as critical voices and competent but more indepen-
dently minded cadres are marginalized. Despite the decentralizing purpose of multi-party
politics, in effect any political power becomes centralized.
The demeaning nature of Nepalese party politics, as Bhatta (1999, p. 85) put it, has had a
lethargic effect on the ordinary citizens who are quite likely to consider all of it as “politics
as usual.” With the parties tending to split, realign and generally being more interested in
acquiring and hanging on to power than in pushing through or supporting good policies,
there is little reason for the average voter to feel anything but apathy towards the admin-
istration. While conventionally credited with taking an important part in democratizing
authoritarian legacies, it would seem that political parties can be highly problematic or-
ganizations from the point of view of democratic development (Carothers, 2007, p. 18).
As many democratic systems are grounded on a party system, political parties have been
placed at the center of understanding how democracy, especially the representative type,
works. Nankyung Choi (2011, p.10), writing about Indonesian politics, agrees. Indone-
sian politicians often use circumstances of political change to their advantage and tend to
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disregard the existing formal democratic rules and procedures. There exists a tendency
toward leader-centrism, top-down organizational management, nontransparent and often
highly personalistic financing, relentless electoralism and ideological vagueness. Here the
Indonesian and Nepali experience converge: despite continuous experiments with demo-
cratic reforms and decentralization, the power abuses of politicians have dampened the
expectations of ordinary people about a more democratic and locally grounded political
life, and dimmed the scope of sustainable democratic evolution (Ibid). Therefore the tra-
ditional ethos of Nepali elites, despite being instrumental in bringing about a revolution,
remains unchanged (Baral, 2012, p. 232-233). The political parties are entrenched in
traditional values and have failed to reorient themselves in the new changed context.
The current Nepali experience with democracy is characterized by a struggle between two
trends of continuity; that of old semi-feudal structures and orientation of political elites,
and one of reform and a call for change (Baral, 2012, p. 47). The 2006 movement seems
to have failed to transform fully the existing nature of the Nepali state. Unfortunately,
the same political elites who were participants in the movement for democracy have since
been unable to cope with the new challenge of building a stable and inclusive state. As a
result, old values have emerged. The most glaring example of this was the failure of the
leaders of ruling parties to accomplish the task of constitution making within the stipu-
lated two-year period. It seemed to many of my informants that the essence of egalitarian
dimension of democracy has been forgotten.
To answer why exactly this is the case, we need to consider the patronage system itself.
In the following chapter I attempt to trace the way certain deep-rooted political practices,
values and attitudes co-exist with the new democratic establishment. Although there has
been a formal transformation in the Nepali polity, the way contemporary politics are or-
ganized resemble a strange amalgamation of the old and new, with a destabilizing effect
on society.
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5 Democratization of Powerlessness
The deficiencies in democratic and institutional processes and the lack of accountability
both on the national and local level reflect the historical crisis in Nepali politics which I
have discussed in the previous chapters. The purpose of this chapter is to help understand
this crisis in light of the underlying cultural and historical causes. Here, the historical
subject matter of the third chapter ties in with the contemporary realities. Consequently,
the following analysis of the Nepalese patronage system and the transformation of the
traditional forms of favouritism allows me to finally present the results of my research.
The main argument here is that although the Nepali polity has been formally restructured,
deep-rooted political practices, values and attitudes co-exist with the new democratic es-
tablishment with destabilizing effects on society.
Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka(2004), following Claude Ake (1995), has argued how the state
of democratic participation in Nepal can be aptly described by a condition called the
“democratization of powerlessness” — a situation in which formal democratic rules and
regulations exist only on paper and harmonizing depictions cover up civil, political and
other human rights abuses. It reminds me of John and Jean Comaroff’s (1977, p. 124)
description of the era of Western liberal democracy as:
a flexible, deterritorialized phantom that is hard to know except through its
effects; by the acute (if uneven) crisis of the nation-state, which, today, rarely
can control its common wealth, the means of violence, or the circulation of
signs; by the reduction of politics to the simultaneous calculi of self-interest
and collective entitlement.
While the Comaroffs were writing about the fusion of free will and righteous human sat-
isfaction in the form of democracy and economic liberalism in the context of African
political modernities, the way they spoke of the ‘death of politics’ corresponds with the
present experience of many of those living in the so called third wave democracies over 30
years later. Comaroffs proposed that democratization is a product of this death; as politics,
at least as anything more than the brute pursuit of interest, have dispersed to “everywhere
and anywhere and nowhere in particular.” In this sense, democracy throughout much of
the world has become increasingly reduced from the substantive to the procedural, and
the processes of democratization, wherever they occur, have tended to coincide with the
increasing insignificance of the government. Following Comaroffs (Ibid, p. 126), I argue
that the Nepalese who were empowered vis-à-vis the state by the social movements of
1990 and 2006, have subsequently found ‘the Idea of Democracy’ reduced to little but
a procedure for the exercise of choice and decentering of politics. Whereas Comaroffs
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argued that the state was becoming irrelevant because all the important politics are mov-
ing elsewhere into global processes and institutions, the ‘death of politics’ in Nepal has
meant that despite the opening up of governmental institutions and the establishment of
the electoral process, people feel they are being cast aside to become bystanders in their
own polity. It is they who are being rendered insignificant and powerless by the processes
of democratization after the momentum of a mass movement has passed.
Anthropologist Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka (2004, p. 6) notes how Nepal conforms to a
widespread pattern of transitional situations around the world in which democratic re-
forms have been undertaken, but have failed to be successfully implemented. When re-
forms are confronted with pre-existing political coalitions, autocratic attitudes, and ex-
pressions of the previous mode of power, the reforming forces are often brought to a halt.
Uneasy compromises between the two will emerge by chance or on purpose, encouraging
the creation of parallel state structures in which the new democratic institutions continue
a precarious co-existence with the preceding political forces. Consequently, formal rules
and regulations fail to be institutionalized and rather than losing their former prerogatives,
resourceful politicians and strongmen manage to gain ground within the new system.
This neopatrimonial turn is evident elsewhere in other transitional countries and has been
well documented in political anthropology. Jacqueline Vel (2008) depicts democratiza-
tion in the beginning of the post-Suharto era on the island of Sumba in the same way.
After 1998 the people of Sumba had to adapt the new democratic system of governance
with its elections, principles and procedures into the local political arena and existing
political culture. The resulting configuration drove Vel to consider a new dimension of
neo-patrimonialism in which it is transformed from patrimonialism in an authoritarian
state to neo-patrimonialism in a democratic state. Comparatively in Nepal during the
previous patrimonial system, the local leaders owed their position to specific cultural at-
tributes including local conceptions of power and religion— their ability to govern resting
on the approval and backing of their clients. Max Weber described this kind of traditional
patrimonial system as one in which “the object of obedience is the personal authority of
individual which he enjoys by virtue of this traditional status” (1964, p. 341).
During the Indonesian reformasi, Sumbanese leaders found out that traditional leadership
was no longer enough to keep them in power locally, and that they had to find new ways to
connect to the national state. This introduction of new and non-traditional democratic and
governmental elements affected the criteria of leadership and also indicated the change
to neo-patrimonialism. According to Vel, the modern elements that entered the local
arena referred first of all to a new normative order inherent in democratic discourse which
weakens the traditional base which formerly legitimized patrimonial leaders (2008, p. 8-
10). Once the base of power shifts from sources external to the leaders, such as gods,
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the colonial state and inherited attributes, to internal sources, such as the abilities that
the politicians now have to actively acquire, the question of “who should rule?” becomes
markedly more difficult to answer. Clifford Geertz has shown that while the intrusion
of external power can strengthen existing patrons, it also creates a new resource base for
the rise of new patrons, and the survival or demise of a local leaders often depends on
how successful they are in tapping to these new bases of power (as cited in Scott, 1972,
p. 66). When it is no longer apparent who the leader is, competition emerges within the
political elite as material services and new social affiliations become important for the
patron-client relationships; only patrons who are successful in acquiring material gains to
the clients can survive as leaders.
Similarly, in the aftermath of the collapse of the Rana regime, many Nepalese politicians
of the ‘old guard’ proved to be very skillful in transforming themselves from traditional
patrimonial leaders into neo-patrimonial elites. More recently, the same can be said for
those well-connected panchayat era officials who, despite their status in the pre-republican
state, are now somewhat comfortably back in power. This expresses the parallel state
structures that exist within the Nepali polity. Of course, while there are plenty of differ-
ences to be drawn between the Indonesian and Nepali experience, contemporary Nepali
politics happen in a comparable democratic framework and at a closer inspection reveal
similar neo-patrimonial features. This is a difficult subject to deal with without unjustly
downplaying the accomplishments of the democratic social movements within the past
two and a half decades. Establishing Nepal as a secular republic was undeniably a deci-
sive step towards strengthening people’s participation and the creation of a more inclusive
state. Democratic elections have opened up possibilities for increased political participa-
tion and social justice: the freedom to exert political will, the equality of all to give their
votes, the opening up of spaces in which deliberations can be carried out.
If we compare the current situation to the pre-republican era, especially to the panchayat
democracy, it is obvious that decisive changes in the political cultural climate have cer-
tainly taken place. Instead of an autocratic socio-moral universe personified by the Hindu
King and where harmonizing rhetoric proliferates all levels of society, nowadays there is
ample room for critical dispute. When formerly the norm was subordination to one’s su-
periors and the palace, people are now free to publicly criticize those in power. However,
at the same time the past eight years have shown that the development of a more inclusive
and democratic polity continues to be impeded by neo-patrimonial politics and hierar-
chical orientations remaining of the former mode of power. To show what this means in
practice, I will first consider three issues related to neo-patrimonialism in Nepal: the lack
of accountability systems, politicians’ autonomy and the misuse of democratic rhetoric.
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5.1 From Patrimonialism to Neo-Patrimonialism
Although voters in Nepal punish misbehaving politicians for their failures by not re-
electing them, the politicians tend to enjoy a powerful “autonomy” (Fox, 1992) in relation
to their voters. This is especially so when the only alternatives have already disappointed
their constituencies in the past in equal measure, as often is the case. A dismal conse-
quence of this state of affairs is that politicians who strive to live up to egalitarian stan-
dards are often unable to gain the necessary support from their superiors, as weak access
to private channels and networks renders them powerless despite a possible moral high
ground. The democratic deficit grows as local electorates, repeatedly disappointed by the
performance of their leaders, stop believing what their political candidates are saying and
lower their expectations of the system. Out of two undesirable candidates — a corrupt
leader, or a weak leader — people tend to opt for the former, as he is more likely to obtain
badly-needed goods and services through his patrons. (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2004, p. 10-12).
Private networks and patron-client structures allow politicians to demonstrate strength by
acquiring goods through external networking which in return allows them to withdraw
from the control of the electorate. It also demonstrates how patrimonial politics in Nepal
are transforming (and translating) into neopatrimonialism in a democratic state; the strong
tendency for distributional coalitions to form between politicians, civil servants and en-
trepreneurs is by no means incidental but a result of patronage networks expanding into
modern state institutions.
Developed from the rent-seeking approach, the term ‘distributional coalition’ was coined
by Mancur Olson (1982) who focused on the forms of collective action within formal or-
ganizations involved in the re-distribution of societal products. The underlying thesis was
that distributional coalitions significantly interfere with the efficiency of their organiza-
tions distributional practices and contribute to inequalities in the distributional patterns. A
small group of actors interested in a public good, say, subsidies and permits, would have
an incentive to keep bargaining with one another until they had maximized aggregate
gains. Pfaff-Czarnecka (2008, p. 88-100) applies Olson’s analysis to Nepal and depicts
how informal structures, that is, distributional coalitions formed between office holders
at the interfaces between stakeholders in diverse organizational context, affect society
and along with it, prospects for democracy. Distributional coalition model identifies how
the motivation for coalition formation arises in the course of distributive practices, i.e.
the governmental and non-governmental activities often associated with “development.”
The logic of collective-action drives the actors involved in coalition-formation; to be a
member of one means receiving a reward which exceeds the individual losses of those
entitled to the goods but excluded from the coalition: the tax-payers, the consumers and
the needy. Weak accountability systems of a modern state allow persons in public posi-
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tions to maintain opportunities for the “capture” of these state managed resources, which
are then channeled away from their rightful recipients. Therefore distributional coalitions
represent an important obstacle in institutionalizing equal access to state resources in local
communities.
Coalition members, especially the politicians, are ‘local’ in the sense that they have often
been born in their respective districts and are well known to people. They are involved
in dense webs of relationships with the local population, established through kinship,
friendship and patron-client relations, and make use of such connections while forming
alliances with their political superiors as well as civil servants external to the local con-
text. These external connections allow the politicians to procure coveted resources which
provide a good basis for re-election, thus allowing them to gain autonomy from their
electorates who otherwise would seek to make them accountable. At the same time civil
servants, often responsible for the distribution of state resources, need politicians willing
to misappropriate said resources, because only they can control their constituencies that
would be likely to protest if the politicians were not co-opted. Local entrepreneurs and
contractors are important because a part of the funds always needs to be distributed or
implemented in order to avoid protest. There has to be a fine balance between “take” and
“retain”. (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2004, p. 16)
Finally, it is left up to the entrepreneurs to produce presentable results to the donors who
are eager witness a functioning local community and are easily fooled by these “devel-
opment brokers” (Sardan de, 1999). All over the country Nepali villagers are criticizing
how donors are not really willing to evaluate results but claim all too quickly that a project
is successful, unintentionally providing backing to corrupt actors involved in capture and
misuse of public resources. Here Escobar’s (1995) critique of the postwar discourse on
development feels especially appropriate. He argues it in fact created the so-called ’Third
World’ and that the development planning is not only a problem to the extent when it
fails; it is a problem also when it succeeds, because it so strongly sets the terms for how
people in poor countries can live.
Why are these distributional coalitions so apt at avoiding being brought to justice? In
addition to the weak accountability systems which permit such practices to take place in
the first place, there are several reasons. Firstly, the widespread desire to become included
in the coalitions. As much as the coalition members strive to keep their numbers small
(in order to function properly), they are unable to close their boundaries and as a conse-
quence numerous aspirants are able to become involved with the scheme. Sometimes, and
especially before elections, they may become very hard to get rid of. Therefore the coali-
tion members’ who earlier had no intention of sharing the misappropriated resources are
then forced to negotiate with this “middle field” which results in further patronage and the
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bribing of potentially critical voices. Secondly, we have to consider the misuse of demo-
cratic rhetoric by the compromised politicians and other distributional coalition members.
They employ harmonizing depictions and pro-democratic hyperbole in order to gain le-
gitimacy in front of local and international audiences. Democracy as a value has powerful
implications such as participation and civil society, which are portrayed as desirable and
furnished with positive connotations in the public sphere. This is especially true when de-
velopment co-operation is being evaluated but it is important in other arenas as well. The
people who successfully employ such discourse publicly can achieve great rewards in the
form of support and money from national actors and or better yet, international donors,
all the while gaining in legitimacy as egalitarian representatives. (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2004,
p.18).
By making use of this rhetoric the Nepalese elites not only gain access to the aforemen-
tioned rewards, but in the process create “grey zones” or smokescreens of democracy that
cover up deficiencies in a variety of other activities including political decision-making.
This is why distributional coalitions are important in assessing deficiencies in Nepali
democracy. Not only do they signify the transformation of traditional patronage networks
but actively deteriorate the public’s trust in the administration. Furthermore, manipulating
fashionable values and categories through egalitarian rhetoric not only tends to conceal
persistent inequalities within societies but it can even exacerbate them. This shapes local
people’s political ideas to the extent they become convinced that some citizens simply
are more equal than others. For those who are already marginalized and deprived of the
resources they are entitled to, the coalitions are yet another instance of growing inequality
which rightly diminishes their confidence in the functioning of the system. If we follow
Niklas Luhmann’s 1990 idea that disappointed trust can translate into a decrease of con-
fidence in the system, the logical conclusion is that neo-patrimonial practices in the form
of misappropriation of public funds and state resources have substantially contributed to
people’s disillusionment with democracy in Nepal.
The precarious nature of Nepal’s democratic transition and administrative innovation
comes to light when viewed from the perspective of the vast majority left outside these
distributional arrangements and powerful patronage networks. Underneath the formal
democratic principles lie the long-established patterns of personal politics from the old
extractive era — seeking of individual networks (afno manchhe) and coercing patrons
through currying favor (chakari) — that have continue in the present, democratic and
developmentalist polity (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2008, p.96). The change from traditional patri-
monial rule to neo-patrimonialism in a democratic state has signified the widening of the
arena in which local leaders operate and a transformation in the relationship between them
and their clients, now members of the electorate. With the incorporation of the traditional
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domain of a patrimonial ruler, the Hindu monarch, into the national state, the new demo-
cratic institutions have become sites of struggle over state resources and power-sharing by
both the reformist and autocratic forces. As a result, the emerging new forms of patronage
and paternalistic attitudes continue to thwart the democratic consolidation process.
5.2 Patron-Client Politics in a State of Flux
In addition to the transformation of the patrimonial mode of power I will consider the
long-established forms of traditional favoritism that too have experienced a transmogri-
fication of sorts. I will devote attention to the historical and uniquely Nepalese forms
of reciprocity and social obligation, a topic last discussed during chapter 3, and reflect
on the way afno manchhe relationships and notions of source-force continue to influence
contemporary politics.
As I’ve mentioned before, in the past lordly political culture, being connected to the palace
meant being tapped into the mighty power it represented and enjoying privilege and pro-
tection. As an informant of mine explained to me, the power vested in the royal palace was
at the time considered to be second only to the gods — having a special relationship with
it meant being ultimately tied to the king and the microcosm of the nation. This power op-
erated through multiple systems of favouritism including the practice of favouring one’s
relatives and extended family (natabad), giving priority to one’s associates [krypabad],
cultivating reciprocal relations with one’s superiors (chakari) and finally, creating of in-
formal relationships to help one achieve one’s goals (afno manchhe). The transformation
of these practices to accommodate the institutions of the contemporary era is only natu-
ral if you consider how (as Adams (1998), Bista (1991), Kondos (1987) and others have
pointed out) making use of such connections was for quite some time an essential part of
what it meant to be a Nepali.
James C. Scott, writing on the transformation of traditional patron-client ties in Southeast
Asia, noted how the patron-client system has survived if not even flourished in the mod-
ern setting 1972. The important changes revolve around the new patronage resources that
have been created: party connections, development programs, private and nationalized
enterprises and the increasing importance of bureaucratic power. Patron-client structures,
Scott says, are now “more closely linked to the national level with jobs, cash, and petty
favors flowing down from the network, and votes or support flowing upward” (Ibid, p.
105). He argued that much like afno manchhe, whatever particular form the patron-client
networks took, they still functioned as the main basis of alliance systems among non-
relatives throughout Southeast Asia. Furthermore, Scott discerned a number of secular
trends in the dynamics of the transformation that more or less correspond with the change
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in Nepal. Many of the following developments are tied to the transformative process par-
ticular to certain third world democracies discussed earlier; the movement from traditional
patrimonialism into neo-patrimonialism in the modern state.
The first one I’ve acknowledged before: the widening of the arena in which local leaders
operate. Secondly, with the quickening of social change brought about by the commer-
cialization of the economy, a patron’s resources have become more vulnerable to outside
forces and the scope of exchange between him and the client has narrowed (Scott, 1972,
p. 106). Whereas traditional patrons were able to serve as all-around general protec-
tors, in the new state structure their influence has become more specialized in areas such
as political leverage, private and public sector employment or administrative influence.
Therefore, as my earlier example of distributional coalitions show, in order to secure ac-
cess to appropriate patronage it becomes necessary for clients to cooperate with a variety
of actors: bureaucrats, politicians, entrepreneurs and development agents. This highlights
the growing role of “outside” resources (e.g. state) and the resulting competition over
them, which is the third major change. These new patron-client ties are weaker and less
comprehensive than the traditional ones that came before them; with the instrumental na-
ture of the exchange becoming more prominent, they have lost some of their traditional
legitimacy and grown more profane. This has been observed in Nepal, where since the
1980’s any monetized and more explicitly calculated patron-client exchanges have risked
being labeled as ghush (bribery).
For instance, whereas during the Rana era chakari was most commonly employed as a
way of judging the loyalty of government officials who sought the patronage of their
superiors, today it is widely practiced both in the private and public sector from the bu-
reaucracy to business enterprises (Subedi, 2014, p. 59). Company employees perform
chakari to ensure job security and to advance their careers, while national level politicians
seek the favor of party leadership in ideological and economic issues. Furthermore, the
contemporary use of source-force pahauch through afno manchhe, krypabad or natabad,
enable a person to gain advantage over competitors in a variety of everyday situations.
These benefits range from jumping ahead in a queue at the doctor’s office to receiving
a larger share of development funds for your village. Networks and powerful friends
are more important than one’s commitment towards one’s profession or constituency —
afno manchhe associations with politically influential persons provide a strong basis for
lucrative opportunities and promotions.
Vincanne Adams 1998 has shown that in the post-revolutionary period of 1990s many
Nepalis began to perceive the rampant politics of affiliation as if the revolution had not
manage to change much at all. She argues that politics of affiliation had been recast in
perceptions of political freedom. If a person did not possess the right social connections
66
to meet one’s needs, then it was often perceived to be because the system was unfair
and needed to be more "democratic" or "egalitarian". Political freedom, she says, was
thought to produce such egalitarianism because it was believed to ensure equal access
to resources. However, political freedom merely provided new and different avenues —
namely, political parties — by which to gain access to these resources. Distributional
coalitions illustrate this pattern. If one had access to resources and privileges it meant
one “had” democracy; if not, it was thought that one was denied democracy. On the other
hand, being denied access to privileges others had received would often raise suspicions
that corruption had been used to obtain them (at one’s expense). This meant that both
access and exclusion came to be seen as a result of social affiliation of one sort or another.
One was seen as democratic while the other as corruption, depending on whether one
gained or lost in the ongoing struggle for resources and privilege. (Adams, 1998, p.186)
5.3 Afno Manchhe and Source-Force in the ’New Nepal’
Neither could political freedom eliminate the need to rely on other people who could help
one achieve one’s goals. Instead, political party organization made favoritism seem like
a lucrative option for both dealing with the inconsistencies of the state and advancing of
one’s interests. The most common way to do was by making use of afno manchhe rela-
tions. The term is related to patronage and refers to relationships of reciprocal nature with
an implicit hierarchy. According to Madhusudan Subedi (2014, p. 56) afno manchhe re-
lationships are partly based on ascribed standards derived from kinship and marriage but
are usually strategically developed between people connected by neither. Instead, they
are confirmed through symbolic practices that express the nature of the relationship, for
instance, the appropriate exchanges of gifts, information and services. It may involve
one’s family but is in no way limited to it. People engaged in the relationship may be
co-workers, members of a particular organization, professional colleagues or business
stakeholders. In his treatise on Nepali culture (1991), Bahadur Bista7 wrote how the dy-
namic indicates more than just nurturing a reciprocal relationship through daily activities.
According to him it constitutes a pattern of corruption:
[Afno Manchhe] is the term to designate one’s inner circle of associates — it
means ‘one’s own people’ and refers to those who can be approached when-
ever need arises. The strength or weakness of anyone is measured in terms
7Bista, now considered to be Nepal’s first indigenous anthropologist, was originally an assistant to
Christoph von Fürer-Haimendorf, who repeatedly tried to dissuade his employee from pursuing a degree in
anthropology and even went as far as to warn Bista against publishing anything in English. Later Bista
noted that this “native-versus-Western-university-professor”-conflict was a product of colonial thinking
(Messerschmidt, 2010). He disappeared in 1995 shortly after publishing his seminal work, Fatalism and
Development, a book on caste and modernization.
67
of the quality and quantity of the circles of afno manchhe he is part of. Afno
manchhe is a critical Nepali institution. . . The most important asset for any-
one is not what you know, but who you know. (Ibid, p. 98)
The relationship involves a reciprocal obligation and the failure to meet this obligation
may result in the loss of one’s networks and the resources embedded in it. Birthday par-
ties, marriage ceremonies and even political party programs provide opportunities for the
exchange of special gifts and greeting cards that maintain the boundary between “us” and
“them.” Both skillful negotiation and the use of customary forms disguises what otherwise
might be conceived as a corrupt exchange.
The notion of reciprocity in interpersonal relationships has been studied by earlier anthro-
pologists such as Marcel Mauss, Bronislaw Malinowski and Raymond Firth, followed by
network studies scholars since 1950’s. In Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) formulation social
capital is the"aggregate of the actual potential resources which are linked to possession
of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquain-
tance or recognition.” He sees profit as the main reason for engaging in and maintaining
links in a network such as one consisting of afno manchhe relations. This profit is not
necessary economic, but is often reducible to economic profit. Social capital is the sum
of the resources, actual or virtual, that an individual or a group can access on the grounds
of possessing the proper networks. For Bourdieu, as for Bista, it is about the cold realities
of social inequality.
The importance of social networks and informal agreements and their use as channels for
exploitative practices have been extensively studied by Alena Ledeneva (2008). In China,
guanxi refers to the exchange of gifts, favors, and banquets and the cultivation of mutual
dependence, obligation and indebtedness. In Russia, blat means the use of personal net-
works and informal contacts to obtain goods and services in short supply and to escape
formal procedures. Ledeneva (Ibid., p. 120) sums up that generally these traditions deter-
mine the moral force of reciprocity, the degree of codification of informal practices, and
their legitimacy. Ledeneva also points out that the moral ambiguity of guanxi and blat on
the level of individuals—that they are simultaneously social and calculating, cooperating
but at other people’s expense—is paralleled on the societal level. In practice it means that
the obligations and demands imposed by social relationships lead people to break formal
rules, eventually diminishing the performance of formal institutions and their principles.
Same as with afno manchhe, the quality and number of guanxi and blat relations often
determines a person’s standing in society and the participants support each other in eco-
nomic and politico-administrative enterprises. All three dynamics are different cultural
constructions for dealing with a similar sociological issue, namely the personalization of
formal impersonal relations. While couched in different cultural universes, they all refer
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to a general organizational problem of informal inner-circle networks (Subedi, 2014, p.
56-58).
We can categorize multiple variations of afno manchhe depending on whether the net-
works in question have their basis in family, caste, ethnicity, religion, business, politics
or bureaucracy, but in this thesis I am mainly interested in the latter two. I will begin
by discussing the consequences of afno manchhe in the bureaucracy, which ties into the
wider discussion about what exactly is stalling the democratic reforms at the administra-
tive level. As I’ve iterated before, by the end of the panchayat system in the latter part of
1980s, people had become very vocal about their aspirations for social change and began
articulating it through a distinctively Western democratic discourse. Those calling for a
revolution hoped to replace the patrimonial system with an impartial one, a bureaucratic
administration that was founded on rationality and governed through knowledge in a We-
berian sense. Weber (1999) argued that modern civil service segregates official activity
as something distinct from the sphere of private life: the bureau is separated from the
domicile of the official and in return, the executive official from the household. Follow-
ing Weber, the rational-legal authority of the bureaucracy is based on political neutrality,
hierarchical composition, specialized knowledge, record management, formal communi-
cation, and objective standards and impersonal rules that ensure organizational reliability
and predictability.
However, the Nepalese bureaucracy in the republican era suffers from the same power-
lessness that the democratic process as whole, namely, that formal rules and regulations
which govern the civil service exist only on paper. Management within the bureaucracy is
highly personalized and entangled in political affiliations and afno manchhe relations: the
recruitment, promotion, transfer and dismissal public servants depending on the whims of
the high-ranking officials and the government. Subedi (2014, p. 77) recounts how there
is a Nepali saying, “hamro manchhe” (our person) is preferred over “ramro manchhe” (a
good person), and “thulo manchhe” (a big person) is preferred over “sano manchhe” (a
small person). In the civil service the ideally politically neutral bureaucrats have relocated
under the umbrella of the political parties through their professional organizations and
are therefore open to political pressure from their union leaders. Additionally, the civil
servants are hindered by a performance rating system that encourages sycophancy and
currying favor in the form of chakari. Recently, when asked about bureaucratic reforms,
a government employees remarked how career opportunities no longer relate to overall
performance as taking care of powerful clients takes priority over delivering services to
the “common people” (Tiwari, 2009, p. 22). Officials often display nepotistic orientation
(natabad) by showing preference towards family members or party cadres while engaging
in misappropriation of public resources with one’s associates or through a distributional
69
coalition (krypabad).
Baral (2012, p. 35-36) elaborates on the effects of afno mancche and other forms of
favouritism on the Nepalese bureaucracy and the legitimacy of the political system by
arguing that regulatory power in the form of bureaucracy greatly influences any kind of
transformation in a developing country, be it social, economic, or political. Also, the way
that political actors manage to utilize bureaucracy depends on a variety of structures, such
as social environment, history and the orientation of the elites. In the Nepali example
the authoritarian and contentious political culture continues to inundate the bureaucracy
through source-force norms and excessive partisan interference that defies established
standards. Politicians tend to undermine the public administration by favoring their own
party cadres and clients while the public servants are forced to follow their superiors’
desires (mansaya). Like me, Baral postulates that the republican-era political actors con-
tinue to be embedded in a political culture that has its roots in the prerevolutionary mode
of power. It reminds me of Adams’ (1998, p. 64) argument about the paradoxical nature
of the revolutionary Nepali intellectuals struggle to restructure the state according to “ra-
tional” and “objective” principles of modernity while trying to retain what they perceived
to be the collective and egalitarian principles of Nepali culture. The political sphere was
indeed slowly restructured after the 1990 revolution but looking at the state of Nepali
bureaucracy today, I can surmise that the “democratization” of the political culture obvi-
ously failed to materialize. The way afno manchhe networks and other forms of favoritism
continue to undermine the bureaucracy provides distinct evidence it.
Persistence of afno manchhe in civil service is one segment of the rampart utilization of
these relations in the wider framework of the politico-administrative sphere, and while
administration as such is rarely removed from politics, Subedi (2014, p. 74) suggests
that we are able to denote another specific area of afno mancche, namely, that of the po-
litical. In these cases an afno mancche relationship is developed between individuals or
groups based on a political ideology or shared political attributes. This largely means that
one’s affiliation with a particular political party influences to a great extent one’s social
connections and qualifications in life. Establishing a connection with the political parties
— especially afno manchhe with a powerful member within — can vastly increase one’s
chances of securing a job or receiving a promotion. It also works the other way around, as
those with the wrong political orientation or lacking the necessary afno mancche relations
are disregarded. Altogether this contributes to a system where educated people are look-
ing to strategically form these relations by drawing on multiple identities (caste, ethnicity,
religion, association) and sometimes switching political parties in order ensure access to
the proper networks.
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I noticed that this kind of thinking was very commonplace in Kathmandu where much of
the formal sector has become increasingly politicized in the past 25 years. Today, politi-
cal party membership has become the basis for obtaining source-force and afno manchhe
influence. Contrary to the impartial governance advocated by the reformers in late 1980s,
political networks now determine most public and other lucrative positions. Several na-
tional institutions such as universities, are considered to be afno manchhe of this or that
political party, and when they are forced to share, there is a quota (bhagbanda) accord-
ing to which key posts are allotted to all three major political parties (NC, CPN-UML &
UCPN-M) (Subedi, 2014, p. 74). Emphasizing the problems that have materialized with
the radical politicization of the Nepalese society, student unions (acting as proxies for the
political parties) are able to influence the universities adjunct and contractual teaching
faculty positions. Merits in the form of being ramro manchhe, a qualified a person, are
neglected over hamro manchhe, those with the right political affiliation. This has begun
to draw the ire of the resentful public including civil society organizations and other con-
cerned citizens. With increased awareness of afno manchhe’s relation to corruption, there
has been a rise in filed Supreme Court cases against nepotism and exploitation. The use
of political and economic power for appointment of party cadres to professional positions
is increasingly being viewed as falling within the sphere of corruption.
5.4 Medical Crisis
Next, in order to illustrate these problems, I would like bring your attention to a series
of struggles over the leadership of Tribhuvan University Institute of Medicine (IoM) that
occurred during my fieldwork. The following scenario typifies not only the complications
associated with deeply-rooted afno manchhe practice and the disrupting effects they can
have on a system level, but also the retaliatory actions they provoke from society. The
details of this sequence of events come from my interviews, informal discussions and
local newspaper articles.
On January 11th, Dr. Govinda KC, a well-known philanthropic activist and orthopedic
surgeon at the Tribhuvan University Teaching Hospital, began a hunger strike against a
controversial appointment of Dr. Shashi Sharma as the dean at the Institute of Medicine.
Dr. KC, a man with a reputation for integrity, demanded the resignation of the newly
instituted dean and the reinstatement of Dr. Prakash Sayami who had recently resigned
in response to what he called “political interfering” with his work. Dr. KC also made
other demands intended to safeguard the institute’s autonomy in face of political med-
dling. Sayami who was also known for his professionalism, had rejected the application
for four new teaching hospitals on the grounds that the new colleges did not meet the
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IoM’s criteria. Like in most other South Asian countries the medical school industry in
Nepal is worth millions of dollars and backroom dealings with administrators are common
in order to get medical affiliation certificates without having to fulfill even basic require-
ments (Nepali Times, 17.01.2014). Although corruption and rampart commercialization
in the medical sector has raised the price of healthcare and severely affected the quality
of treatment, the politico-business nexus keeps on relying on afno manchhe relations to
bump party loyalists into top administrative positions in hopes of pocketing profit. The
administrators who make their way up the professional ladders through afno manchhe or
other reciprocal relations, eventually have to pay back their patrons either in kind or cash.
Often they’ll return the favor by hiring new faculty staff on the basis of political-party
membership or admit students with connections.
After Sayami was sacked for standing up to nepotism, Dr. Sharma (rumored to be closely
connected not only to CPN-UML but also several Nepali Congress and Maoist leaders)
was politically appointed to the top leadership of the Institute of Medicine. This was par-
ticularly demoralizing considering the fact that he was at the time under investigation by
the Commission for the Investigation of Abuse of Authority (CIAA) for alleged corrup-
tion and misuse of power in his previous office. Dismayed by this move, Dr. Govinda
KC announced his fast-unto-death until such time that his demands would be addressed.
This began a wave of protests that sent ripples throughout the Nepali medical commu-
nity. A few days later the Nepal Medical Association demanded the government and the
concerned parties to take action in order to save Dr. KC’s life and address the demands
raised by him. The new dean however refused to back down saying that he had been ap-
pointed to the post through due procedure. On January 17th Nepali Medical Association
called for doctors outside Kathmandu to come to the capital in order to exert pressure on
the authorities while threatening the government that they would shut down hospitals if
their demands would not be met. By next morning the conflict had escalated to the up-
per echelons of the government and Chairman of the Interim Election Government and
the de facto Prime Minister of Nepal, Khil Raj Regmi ordered the TU Teaching Hospital
office-bearers to immediately address the problems at the Institute of Medicine. While
the government managed to put together a taskforce to evaluate the autonomy of the In-
stitute of Medicine, Regmi was unable to convince Dr. KC to break his fast-unto-death.
Therefore, on the morning of January 22th doctors began resigning en masse as a sign of
solidarity to Dr. KC.
At this time I got personally involved in the affair at the suggestion of my informant at the
Bibeksheel Nepali, a CSO that runs (among other things) a leadership program for Nepali
youths and whose members were protesting alongside a number of medical professionals
in favor of Dr. KC. I asked them about the purpose of the demonstration, to which one of
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the employees responded:
He has been doing it for eleven days. He’s being doing it with practically no
support from the citizens. . . The citizens don’t know what to do, whether to
come, whether to stay inside. They don’t have the tools or the knowledge.
They’re very fragmented and they don’t trust any political parties to align
with them. So this is a problem we are trying to solve. . . This is one of the
finest examples you can see of us asserting ourselves and trying to help the
country
Later that day, I attended the massive rally by the Teaching Hospital which by now had
attracted a large number of demonstrators, including members of the general public. This
finally prompted the hospital’s executive council to sack Dr. Sashi Sharma. Three days
later on January 25th, after meeting with government officials who agreed to commit to
most of his major demands, Dr. KC broke his fast. The agreement reached between the
doctors and the government was recited publicly by the Prime Minister’s secretary: as per
Dr. KC’s demands, the government agreed that the government taskforce would submit
a feasibility report on the issue of providing autonomy to the IoM within three months
(Kathmandu Post, 25.01.2014). The institute would not be forced to provide affiliations
to new colleges until the government would come up with a clear policy on the number
of medical colleges. Additionally, the Tribhuvan University office bearers would appoint
a new dean based on seniority as insisted by Dr. KC.
However, on February 4th Dr. KC warned to re-launch the fast-unto-death if a new dean
would not be appointed soon. He blamed the TU officials for prolonging the selection
process against the orders of the Cabinet. Four days later, a member of the three person
committee tasked with recommending names for the new dean resigned after giving a
statement that his efforts were not enough to address Dr. KC’s demands for appointment
based on seniority. Subsequently TU Teaching Hospital’s executive director Bhagwan
Koirala also announced his resignation. In response, Dr. KC resumed his hunger-strike.
On February 10th the crisis intensified as Khil Raj Regmi threatened Tribhuvan University
administration with punitive actions if a new dean would not be immediately appointed.
The TU officials responded wryly that they couldn’t appoint the dean without the list of
recommended candidates, and that they would not breach legal provisions only to satisfy
the demands of Dr. KC. Things swiftly went downhill from here.
On February 11th, after the faculty doctors at the Institute of Medicine had shut down
hospital’s outpatient services in protest, the new Prime Minister Sushil Koirala, just hours
after assuming the office, charged the Tribhuvan University officials to appoint new dean
at the IoM within 24 hours or face the consequences. In defiance to the Prime Minister
73
— and seemingly oblivious to the absurdity of this claim — TU Vice Chancellor Hira
Bahadur Maharjan asserted that no one had the legal authority to remove the TU office
bearers from their positions. After all, they had been appointed through what he too called
‘due procedure.’
Finally, after a marathon meeting between the Chief Secretary, representatives of the TU
administration and the resident doctors on February 15th, a five-point commitment paper
was forwarded by the government, paving a way to end the ongoing protests. In this
written commitment the government agreed to urge the Commission for Investigation of
Abuse of Authority (CIAA) to take action against Tribhuvan University’s vice-chancellor,
rector and registrar. Additionally, as per Dr. KC’s demands, the TU Executive Council
appointed Dr. Rakesh Srivastav, the most senior professor of medicine, as the new dean.
Following this arrangement, Dr. Govinda KC agreed to end his hunger-strike and the
conflict subsided (Kathmandu Post, 12.02.2014). Chaitanya Mishra, a professor at
the Department of Sociology and Anthropology in Tribhuvan University, wrote how the
implication of these events had been gravely misunderstood by the Teaching Hospital,
Nepal Medical College and the general public (Kathmandu Post, 14.02.2014). The view
at the time was that the protests had been aimed at corruption and nepotism at Tribhu-
van University, when in reality Dr. KC’s wider struggle was against political sycophancy
in general; especially the political parties and their abuse of afno manchhe networks to
influence state institutions. Mishra, echoing the sentiment of the protesters, called for a
large-scale initiative against the political parties, whose practices he considered to stifle
progress at all sectors of society. This is part of the aforementioned growing trend to
more openly associate afno manchhe relations with corruption and challenge the govern-
ment on the basis of accountability. The painstaking struggles involved with each call
for reform exhibit the depth of these practices still pervading Nepal’s public administra-
tion. Informed by tradition, they continue to be very informal and personal practices and
therefore difficult “to legislate out of existence” (Stiller and Yadav, 1979, p. 32).
5.5 Looking Back, Looking Forward
Already in the late 1980s Kondos (1987, p. 26) wrote how the westernized intellectuals
who counseled the change into western style administration were ignoring the entrench-
ment of tradition. Nepal had always been a Hindu kingdom and notwithstanding the
few months of parliamentary rule in the 1950s, had been ruled in accordance with Hindu
principles. He argued that not only the traditional mode of power had deep roots but
that Nepalese statecraft had always been characterized by royal favor, not ‘impartiality’.
According to him, the values of partiality were embedded in everyday encounters and
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represented a legitimate way of going about things in a highly traditional Hindu culture.
Democracy, especially the “impartial” variety that was mythologized and propounded by
the westernized intellectuals, was difficult to implement in this environment.
I believe that acknowledging this historical premise of contemporary Nepali political cul-
ture allows us to locate it in the Nepali politico-cultural matrix as the result of ongoing
negotiations between patrimonialism and the expectations of a modern political culture
under new constellations of power. Whereas individuals in the past engaged in chakari
and afno manchhe relations because these long term relationships expressed one’s moral
duty to the palace, the king and the body-politic, the contemporary use of interpersonal
relations allows individuals to deal with inadequate formal institutions and the imper-
fections of the state and the market-dominated socioeconomic system. The persisting
patterns of afno manchhe and other forms of favouritism are explained partly by how in
the past these reciprocal affiliations were considered to be a moral necessity and a way of
being Nepali.
The dynamics of democratic institutions and electoral competition transformed patron-
client relations in multiple ways: it improved the clients bargaining position by adding
to his resources; it promoted the vertical integration of patron-client structures from the
village level to the central government; and it lead to the creation of new patron-client
configurations and the politicization of existing ones (Scott, 1972, p. 109). As the primary
political unit and the new base for obtaining social affiliations, Nepalese political parties
took advantage of the existing traditional patron-client clusters and incorporated them
into their structure. This impact on the patron-client relations has tended to heighten
factionalism and conflict. In the traditional setting any rivalry between patrons was largely
limited to the local area, but the contemporary electoral system maintains rivalries at both
the regional and national level with destabilizing effects on society and politics. For
instance, during the past 25 years individual afno manchhe has transformed from, say,
obtaining scarce consumer goods, into institutionalized corruption that often involves a
complicated afno manchhe networks between high-ranking officials, businessmen, army
and the police (Subedi, 2014, p. 82). This is swiftly eroding the social legitimacy of afno
manchhe and other forms of favouritism, which will hopefully hasten the implementation
of more egalitarian policies.
When I compare the IDEA Citizen Survey Data (2013) and my own findings in early 2014
to the sentiments in the years following the 1990 revolution (Bhatta, 1999, p. 81-82), I
find that the same main issues continue to feed the public growing disenchantment with
the political system. There still exists a widespread feeling that not enough has been done
to change the system. People’s perception of the political parties is that they continue to
put their interest in power and money over the interests of their constituencies and the
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nation. Politicization and polarization are threatening society while ideological issues
are being manipulated by political organizations to legitimize competition over state re-
sources. Conflicts between personalities, centralized and patrimonial party structure, and
the persistence of old traditions of afno manchhe, chakari and other forms of favoritism
have brought down trust in political parties to an all-time low.
Riding on the wave of renewed democratic euphoria, party leaders have kept on giving un-
realistic promises and false hope of what the republican system could achieve. In a world
where new modes of interaction overcome spatial distances, the role of verbal representa-
tions in the creation of egalitarian images can be effective as harmonizing rhetoric covers
ups persisting social cleavages in the democratic polity. In a situation where “democ-
ratization of powerlessness” prevails, the strategic use of such rhetoric can bring about
social effects that enforce autocratic structures rather than bring about their end (Pfaff-
Czarnecka, 2004, p.7). The optimistic view in 1999 was that the after a natural screening
process and jockeying for position the political parties would find a common agenda. Un-
fortunately, it would seem that we are presently closer to the foreboding possibility set
forth by Bhatta (1999, p. 87) that Nepali politics would in time degenerate to such an
extent that parties will completely cease to connect with the masses.
Ujwal Thapa, one of the leaders of BibekSheel Nepali, articulated this to me in the fol-
lowing way:
The problem with this country is that people know how to get into power and
don’t know how to govern, how to stay in power, how to actually, you know,
rule wisely. Nepal is a very young country but the political leadership is very
old. Not just in terms of age but in terms of thinking. So it’s very archaic
and out of tune with the rest of the world. And so that’s why we’ve built
our organization around pragmatism and issue based politics, you know, not
ideology-defined politics
He sternly believed that they need to change the political culture of Nepal and to do that
they had to become not only a political force, but a moral force. Based on this and on
similar views I encountered, there exists a growing mass of critically aware Nepalese
who are refusing to be relegated as bystanders in their polity. From their point of view,
Nepal needs a greater emphasis on duty-based civil society and public sphere.
Reflecting on the constitutional turbulence and on the debates raised by the civil soci-
ety (Bhatta, 2010) it can be concluded organizations such as BibekSheel possess the key
to countering power abuses by the political elite, and protecting the rights of those citi-
zens left to margins of their polity. To achieve democratic consolidation, the powerless
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need to have a sufficient stake in the political system or else democracy becomes noth-
ing but a game of power-specializing elites with devastating effects on political stabil-
ity. Despite the growing frustration with the demeaning nature of Nepali politics, the
high voter turnout in the 2013 2nd Constituent Assembly elections (78.34 %) shows that
the Nepalese people have not lost faith in the democratic process itself. If the Nepalese
citizens are able to make political interest groups and the political parties accountable,
perhaps a more egalitarian and transparent democratic culture can take hold and a deep
reform of the Nepali state structure becomes possible.
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6 Conclusions
This study puzzled over the democratization of Nepal and the role of historical structures
in influencing contemporary politics. As the overall argument of the thesis suggest, I as-
sert that despite passing criteria associated with the transition paradigm, Nepal’s democ-
racy is in a troubling state of dysfunction due to a failure on the part of its politicians to
consolidate democratic advances in the form of sustainable democratic reforms and re-
structuring of the state. There is a variety of issues that have worked against democratic
consolidation in Nepal. They include, among many others, patrimonial and split politi-
cal culture, destabilizing populism, patron-client clusters, the rise of ethnic-nationalism,
disoriented new generations and a crisis of governance. The failure to implement deep
reforms of the state has allowed the Nepali polity to slip into a state where the new demo-
cratic regime has entered into a precarious co-existence with the autocratic institutions of
a former era.
I have sought to move beyond the traditional conception of political culture in political
science by tracing the historical transformation in modes of power throughout Nepalese
history and then considering their influence on contemporary political practice from an an-
thropological perspective. I began by examining how instruments of power and statecraft
associated with the Hindu monarchy became embedded in Nepali consciousness during
the Rana era. Social superstructural linkages based on family, reciprocity and patronage
relations concurrently solidified in the form of a social nexus that tied all power to the
royal palace. However, before the middle-half of the 20th century, trends of retrogession
and progression began to take place simultaneously. The atrophy of politics following
the revolution and ‘Delhi compromise’ of 1951 signified the first failure to consolidate
Nepal’s fledgling democracy. Three decades later, the advance of Western discourse on
development and democracy began to deteriorate the hegemony of the panchayat system,
as one’s duty to the palace and the sacred sociomoral universe it personified was contra-
dicted by the democratic aspirations for an impartial system of governance. Following
Friedman (1998), I argue that with its hegemonic coherence lost, the hierarchical struc-
ture and significance of the panchayat system became open to interpretation, as a result
of which it collapsed under the collective weight of the 1990 democracy movement. On a
systemic level, I have emphasized the relevance of these historical phases for democrati-
zation by indicating the relationship between formal political mechanisms and institutions
and the cultural/symbolic dimensions of politics manifested via informal institutions such
as patron-client relations and favouritism.
Here the fundamental dilemma of the early Nepalese reformers is laid bare: nearly 50
years of “development” around the world have shown us that democracy is not an out-
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growth of the rational and objective but rather an idea or a set of values that remain in
constant negotiation with local cultural principles. Many Nepali intellectuals in the 1980s
erred when they believed that they could implement the western democratic system over
their own cultural cognitive map and retain its idealized acultural and neutral character.
According to Adams (1998, p. 288), the reformers thought that traditional Nepali cul-
ture in the form of rich religious heritage, family values and nurturing of the social and
personal dimensions of social lifer over the technocratic or bureaucratic demands of in-
dustrialization, would be worth preserving. They hoped to reap the benefits of all that
development and modernization could offer while eradicating those qualities of Nepali
culture that were deemed problematic. However, she writes, the distinctions between
culture worth preserving and needing to be rejected are difficult to decipher. Here we
are at the heart of this cultural dilemma so relevant to this thesis. When, Adams asks,
is the promotion of religion, family, and social bonds something that will preserve tra-
ditional Nepali culture and when does it endorse corruption in the form of favoritism
and patronage? Will it contribute to the preservation of a distinctive nation or will it
reinforce nepotism and the cultural logic of moral duty to one’s status superiors? The
process of democratization in Nepal captures this ambiguity well. It became a lengthy
process in which elements of the democratic regime articulated, often unpredictably, with
these long-established cultural patterns extending to governance and politics (Vel, 2008,
p. IX). Although the new state institutions formally favored egalitarian modes of interac-
tion over others, it was impossible to do away with the patrimonial cultural norms without
restructuring the state completely. Therefore the Nepalese political sphere continues to
be shaped by the political beliefs, values and approaches of the preceding modes and
relations of power.
One important topic for further study is how political parties tie into the pattern of fledg-
ing democratic governments struggling with state-building. While various causes ranging
from structural factors to elite disposition can complicate the task of democratization, one
overlooked area is the role of political parties in it. As they are generally credited as
being the building blocks of a democratic polity, it is often neglected how new political
parties looking for sources of strength may abuse the state in their push to build patron-
age networks. Like in Nepal, a period of weak, shifting coalition governments can set
back institution-building and sustained policy implementation for a decade (Carothers,
2007, p. 19-20). Additionally, the Nepalese constitution-making process needs to be
ethnographically evaluated. Such an endeavor could help both legal anthropologists and
future decision-makers to understand the realm of cultural geography involved in issues
of federalization.
This study contributes to the findings in anthropology, political science and sociology that
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demonstrate how democratization cannot be conceived of as a linear process. Although
the democratic movements of 1990 and 2006 were compelling examples of the power
of social movements to generate peaceful change, the ‘new Nepal’ is characterized by a
constitutional crisis and a state of democratization of powerlessness (Ake, 1995) in which
the official prognoses and rhetoric paint a picture of popular participation while the po-
larization of society continues (Pfaff-Czarnecka, 2004, p. 22-23). Secondly, it can be
ascertained that the procedural aspects of democracy, such periodic elections, individual
political rights, and civil liberties, are not enough to ensure good governance, the in-
clusion of diverse socio-cultural groups, and the effectiveness of democratic institutions.
Even though there has been a marked increase in citizen awareness in the republican era,
exclusionary governance and the democratic facade has widened the gap between citi-
zens’ demands and met expectations. Mahendra Latowi 2008, p. 380 has argued that
Nepal today is characterized by exclusionary democratization where exclusion continues
despite the existence of an open polity and formal democratic institutions; where open and
competitive processes do not lead to the reduction in the exclusion of the population. In
polities such as Nepal, legitimization of dominance by formally ‘democratic’ causes con-
tributes to the non-consolidation of democracy and alienation with the democratic system,
which further derails the implementation of successful state reforms.
The process of democratization highlights the dynamic between structure and agency: it
demand’s to win people’s aspirations for change, and the ability of the principal politi-
cal elites to cooperate and reach consensus on principal agendas to prevent democracies
from fragmenting (Dahl, 1972). As Marshall Sahlins argues in Apologies to Thucydides,
history can be simultaneously determined and indeterminate (Sahlins, 2004). Therefore
cultural structures encompassing values and historical precedents such as I’ve discussed
in this thesis, open themselves to contingency through particular dynamics of individual
actors and events. From this point of view, to create meaningful change and to alter the
prevailing structure that creates the condition they act in, decision-makers as individuals
have to actively submit to the idea of democracy and adopt a culture of consensus to fulfill
their obligations as representatives of the people. Likewise, civil society has the potential
to promote democratic political culture and generate belief in common and shared demo-
cratic values, but to do so it needs to refuse to be co-opted into the ruling regime and
advocate internal democracy and transparency above all else (Dahal and Bhatta, 2010b,
p. 139). Normatively speaking, I agree that this would be an important step towards in-
creasing the capacity of civil society to foster democracy and in Laxmi’s words, to “make
people excited about politics again.” As it stands today, both politicians and civil society
actors are entrapped in a dysfunctional system populated by populist slogans, institutional
deficiencies and a political culture of polarization and confrontation. Their mentality is
one of “bounded rationality” based on caste, ethnic, personal and party politics (Herbert,
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1991); their life-world characterized by a vicious cycle of conflict, coercion and atrophy.
In the end, they too become like the citizens that scorn them — powerless bystanders in
the crucible of history.
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